
JAMES THOMSON AND THE SUBLIME

Item Type text; Dissertation-Reproduction (electronic)

Authors Cohen, Michael, 1943-

Publisher The University of Arizona.

Rights Copyright © is held by the author. Digital access to this material
is made possible by the University Libraries, University of Arizona.
Further transmission, reproduction or presentation (such as
public display or performance) of protected items is prohibited
except with permission of the author.

Download date 24/05/2023 20:14:24

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/287789

http://hdl.handle.net/10150/287789


72-2166 

COHEN, Michael Martin, 1943-

JAMES THOMSON AND THE SUBLIME. 

The University of Arizona, Ph.D., 1971 
Language and Literature, modern 

University Microfilms, A XEROX Company, Ann Arbor, Michigan | 

THIS DISSERTATION HAS BEEN MICROFLIMED EXACTLY AS RECEIVED 



JAMES THOMSON AND THE SUBLIME 

by 

Michael Martin Cohen 

A Dissertation Submitted to the Faculty of the 

DEPARTMENT OF ENGLISH 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements 
For the Degree of 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

In the Graduate College 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 

19 7 1 



THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 

GRADUATE COLLEGE 

I hereby recommend that this dissertation prepared under my 

Michael Martin Cohen 
direction by 

entitled 
"James Thomson and the Sublime" 

be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation requirement of the 

Doctor of Philosophy 
degree of 

A/MU 
Dissertation Dikector ¥• 

"5 

'ITaM /s L t% { 

Date \ I f 

After inspection of the final copy of the dissertation, the 

following members of the Final Examination Committee concur in 

its approval and recommend its acceptance:"" 

^ ^ )c*̂ hn. 

•Ula 

7/W 7/ 

Am* MM 

ivy 

J-UhpL. 

7  ft 1  f t '  

This approval and acceptance is contingent on the candidate's 
adequate performance and defense of this dissertation at the 
final oral examination. The inclusion of this sheet bound into 
the library copy of the dissertation is evidence of satisfactory 
performance at the final examination. 



STATEMENT BY AUTHOR 

This dissertation has been submitted in partial ful
fillment of requirements for an advanced degree at The 
University of Arizona and is deposited in the University 
Library to be made available to borrowers under rules of the 
Library. 

Brief quotations from this dissertation are allowable 
without special permission, provided that accurate acknowl
edgment of source is made. Requests for permission for 
extended quotation from or reproduction of this manuscript 
in whole or in part may be granted by the head of the major 
department or the Dean of the Graduate College when in his 
judgment the proposed use of the material is in the inter
ests of scholarship. In all other instances, however, per
mission must be obtained from the author 

SIGNED: 



PLEASE NOTE: 

Some Pages have indistinct 
print.  Filmed as received. 

UNIVERSITY MICROFILMS 



PREFACE 

The pages which follow do not attempt to set up any 

startlingly new viewpoint from which to look at eighteenth-

century literature, nor do they try to persuade anyone who 

doubts Thomson's merit that he was the most impressive poet 

of his era. They merely embody my conviction that intel

lectual history—in this case the admirable work done on the 

idea of sublimity by Samuel Holt Monk and others—is of 

little value unless it helps us to better understand the 

writings of individual authors. 

I wish to thank Professor Oliver Sigworth, my 

director, for his encouragement, his help, and most of all 

his patience. The directors of the Huntington Library and 

the University of Illinois Rare Book Room allowed me to read 

and examine many works otherwise inaccessible to me, for 

which I thank them. 
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TABLE OP CONTENTS 

Page 

ABSTRACT . v 

1. INTRODUCTORY 1 

2. THE RHETORICAL SUBLIME 10 

Mil tonic Imitation . 13 
"The Peculiar Language of Heaven": Scripture 

and the Style of the Sublime Mode 30 
The Sublime Mode: Other Features 52 

3. THE NATURAL SUBLIME ....... 80 

"The Smiling God": The Beauty of Nature ... 92 
The Justification of the Sublime 

Aspects of Nature 100 
The Argument from Design, Intricacy, 

and Harmony 117 

1|— THE THEME OP LIBERTY 129 

5. THE PRESCRIPTIVE SUBLIME 169 

SELECTED BIBLIOGRAPHY 192 

iv 



ABSTRACT 

Thomson combined the rhetorical and the natural sub

lime to create a new mode of poetry which won the approba

tion of eighteenth-century critics, who praised his 

sublimity more often than any other element in his poetry. 

To develop a suitable style for his two great subjects, 

nature and political liberty, he adopted features from 

Milton, from scriptural verse, and from the poetry of his 

own age. 

Thomson imitated Milton's stately tone, his cata

logues, his syntactic peculiarities, and specific lines from 

his poetry; Thomson needed a sublime style, and Milton's had 

been judged sublime by Gildon, Dennis, Addison, Welsted, and 

others. From scriptural verse Thomson adopted specific 

phrases as well as an emotional intensity which character

izes parts of the Bible; long acquaintance with the scrip

tures may have led him to the syncretizing theme of The 

Seasons and influenced its method of composition. Prom con

temporary poetry Thomson incorporated other features 

conducive to sublimity as the early eighteenth century saw 

it: periphrasis, repetition, accumulation of detail, per

sonification, and a vocabulary which emphasized the power 

and limitlessness of nature, all of which allowed the poet 

to express the profusion of nature while still regarding its 
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order. Thomson's synthesis of stylistic elements from these 

three sources created a poetic mode at once imitative and 

unique, specifically tailored for sublime subject matter and 

assured of a familiar and favorable reception by the poet's 

contemporaries. 

Thomson's descriptions of the natural world empha

sized boundlessness (a major desideratum of the sublime), 

beauty, usefulness, intricacy, and harmony, showing how all 

these attributes pointed to a creator. Nature thus became a 

sublime subject because it was a sacred subject. The 

Seasons also contained unresolved elements, and these empha

sized not the beauty or usefulness of nature, but her some

times inexplicable terror. 

In his later work Thomson used the rhetoric and 

vocabulary of the sublime to treat the subject of political 

liberty, which also had the testimony of sublimity from 

earlier writers such as Wotton, Dennis, and Addison. In his 

poetry and plays, liberty is opposed by corruption, licen

tiousness, and the unchecked sway of the passions, threats 

which Thomson describes in images of natural disorder. In 

the plays, especially, rampant passions are described in 

metaphors from nature as sublime and terrible; by contrast, 

nature smiles upon those portions of the earth where social 

harmony exists. The Gothic translatio—the idea that the 

unsophisticated invaders from the north were the transmitters 
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of liberty from classical Rome to modern Europe—furnished 

Thomson with another metaphor for his feelings about the 

connections of liberty, virtue, and the wild landscapes that 

constituted the natural sublime. 

Thomson's conviction that giving a poem a subject 

considered sublime would invariably result in sublime 

poetry--ref±ected in his appraisal of Liberty as his great

est work and in his letters to Mallet—represented the 

beginning of the hardening of the concept of sublimity into 

critical prescript!visra. Instead of operating to free poets 

and critics from the constraint of neoclassical "rules," the 

later sublime merely substituted one set of dicta for 

another—Boileau's Longinus for Boileau's Horace. Thomson 

was influential in turning Longinus' emphasis on qualities 

in the writer into concern only with the subject and style 

of the work, making possible a very mechanical application 

of the idea of sublimity. But though his imitators were 

quick to find in his topics and treatment a prescription for 

sublimity, Thomson's initiation of the sublime mode is 

important to English literary history because it widened the 

scope of accepted eighteenth-century forms and opened new 

areas for poetic exploration. 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTORY 

"Sublimity" and "sublime" are the words most fre

quently used in describing Thomson's poetry by critics in 

the eighteenth century.^ Thomson's biographer, Patrick 

Murdoch, said that the sublime was the quality "by which his 

works will be forever distinguished"; his patron Lyttelton, 

who had inscribed "Poetae sublimis" on Thomson's memorial in 

Hagley Park, also has pope say in the Dialogues of the Dead 

that the poet's imagination was "rich, extensive, sublime."^ 

Douglas Grant quotes a 1726 correspondent to the London 

Journal who praises Thomson's "true Sublimity" and an 

admirer writing in The Present State of the Republick of 

1. During this period "sublime" could refer to 
1) a rhetorical ideal—the most exalted of styles, 2) the 
conceptual power of literary geniuses of ancient and modern 
times, and 3) huge and impressive objects in nature which 
inspired the mind to grand thoughts and were treated by 
poets in an elevated style. The etymology of the word "sub
lime," the influence of Longinus' treatise on sublimity 
(Peri Hupsos). and the history of the sublime in seven
teenth-, eighteenth-, and nineteenth-century England are 
treated in Samuel Holt Monk's The Sublime (New York: Modern 
Language Association, 1935? rpt. Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan Press, 1960). 

2. Patrick Murdoch, "Life of Thomson," in The Works 
of James Thomson (London: A. Millar, 1762), I, iv. Lyttel
ton 's memorial to the poet is described in Rose Mary Davis' 
The Good Lord Lyttelton (Bethlehem, Pa.: Times Publishing 
Co., 1939), p. 173» PTalogues of the Dead (London: W. 
Sandby, 1760), p. 129. 

1 
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Letters who finds the poet excelling in "the real sublime. 

John Holmes' Art of Rhetorick (1739), which included a sum

mary of the sublime as it had been described by Longinus, 

uses Thomsons poetry for illustrations of Longinus1 tenets, 

as Leonard Welsted's earlier treatise had used Milton.^" 

Mid-century critics like Joseph Warton also considered The 

Seasons a sublime poem, and Samuel Holt Monk is convinced 

that Thomson affected later commentators on the sublime such 

£ 
as John Baillie and Burke. 

All these critics could never have agreed on pre

cisely what the word "sublime" (ferioted, but they all found 

it in Thomson. If we can assume that the term is more than 

just praise—that it denotes some thing--then the unanimity 

of critical response is reason enough to explore Thomson's 

exemplification of sublimity during the three decades he was 

writing. Surprisingly, in the more than thirty-five years 

since Samuel Holt Monk published his history of the critical 

theories of sublimity in eighteenth-century England, no one 

has made such an exploration of a single author. 

3. James Thomson: Poet of "The Seasons" (London: 
Cresset Presl^ 1951) > PP. 53, 7^ 

1̂ . Samuel Holt Monk says that Holmes' book seems to 
have been popular; The Sublime, p. 62n. 

5. John Baillie, An Essay on the Sublime (17̂ 4-7), 
with an introduction by Samuel Holt Monk (Los Angeles: 
William Andrews Clark Memorial Library, University of Cali
fornia, 1953), p. ii. 



Longinus had argued convincingly not only that an 

art of the sublime was possible, but that there were arti

ficial means to produce the sublime which could be described 

and illustrated in use by examples, and that ignorance or 

abuse of these means led to failure in achieving the effect 

of the sublime. Longinus distinguishes his investigation 

from a traditional art of rhetoric (though approximately two 

thirds of his work deals with rhetorical figures which char

acterize the sublime utterance) and cautions that tropes 

cannot generate sublimity for an author who lacks the power 

of great conception and inspired passion. His hints about 

the sublimity of oceans and rivers are expanded by later 

interpreters to generate a theory of natural sublimity. In 

addition, Longinus, unlike any other pagan writer on oratory 

or literature, uses a verse from Genesis as an example of 

sublimity. This, together with references to Greek religion 

in ancient authors, gave support to seventeenth- and eight

eenth-century commentators who wished to defend the scrip-

£ 
tures on the grounds of their sublimity. 

6. The summary in this paragraph is indebted to 
Elder Olson's article, "The Argument of Longinus' On The 
Sublime," in Critics and Criticism, ed. R. S. Crane 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1952), pp. 232-59, 
and to D. A. Russell's introduction to his translation of 
Longinus, 'Longinus' on Sublimity (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1965). 
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John Dennis, who was the first Englishman to demon-

7 
strate the influence of Longinus in critical fundamentals, 

went further: arguing from Longinus* emphasis on passion, 

Dennis declared that only religious subjects could generate 
g 

the most intense and exalted passions. Thomson's admira

tion of Milton's poetry was so profound that he could not 

have been unaffected by the criticism of Dennis and others 

(Addison and Welsted, for instance) who used Longinus' 

treatise to applaud the subject, scope, and style of Para

dise Lost. Though Thomson's subject is not explicitly 

religious like Milton's, he describes scenes in nature which 

exalt the mind to "heavenly musing" (1726 Winter, 5), 

insists that nature follows an "Eternal Scheme" (1726 Winter, 

380), and calls the seasons "the varied God" ("A Hymn on the 

Seasons," 2). 

Dennis seems to have struck other responsive chords 

in Thomson. Speaking of one of Longinus' desiderata of 

sublimity, "visualization," Dennis says the object of the 

poet is "to draw an Image or Picture of a terrible Object, 

so as to surprize and astonish the Soul by the Eye."^ 

7. M. H. Abraras, The Mirror and the Lamp (New York: 
W. W. Norton, 1958), p. 7k» 

8. The Advancement and Reformation of Poetry, in 
The Critical"*Works of John Dennis, ed, Edward Niles Hooker 
(Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins Press, 1939-^3)* I» esp. 
198-218. 

9. The Grounds of Criticism in Poetry, ed. Hooker, 
I, 362. 



Similarly, Thomson says the poet's task is to choose "fair" 

and "magnificent" subjects, executing them so as to "sur

prise, and astonish" the reader.^® 

It is impossible to assess the precise effects of 

contemporary writings on sublimity, especially theoretical 

treatments such as Addison's papers on the Pleasures of the 

Imagination. We may be sure that Thomson read the papers on 

Paradise Lost with great interest, however, and that he 

noticed Addison's endorsement of Miltonic devices such as 

Latinisms, transpositions, and substitutions of adjectives 

for substantives, as well as the judgment that Milton suc

ceeded in finding a sublimity of style equal to that of his 

subject (Spectator No. 285). 

Whether theoretical or practical, writings on sub

limity which Thomson is likely to have read discussed three 

aspects of the sublime: rhetorical techniques conducive to 

its effect (often with examples from Milton and from scrip

tural poetry), subjects of grand conception which ought to 

generate it (Dennis1 lists of spectacular natural and super-

natural events, for example), and psychological effects upon 

the reader. The last of these aspects—aesthetic investiga

tion in the strict sense—is so limited in the first quarter 

of the century that, aside from Addison's papers on the 

10. Preface to the second edition of Winter, 1726, 
in James Thomson: Poetical Works, ed. J. Logie Robertson 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1908), p. 2l|0. 
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imagination, it will help little in illuminating Thomson's 

poetry. But the chapters which follow explore the stylis

tic elements which come together to form Thomson's rhetoric 

of the sublime (Chapter 2), his two great subjects—nature 

and political liberty (Chapters 3 and I4.), and how his work, 

while opening new areas for poetic exploration, was taken by 

his imitators to constitute a prescription for sublimity. 

Thomson was not innocent of responsibility for this develop

ment in the history of the sublime—the application of ideas 

of natural and rhetorical sublimity in a purely mechanical 

way, and my concluding chapter traces his role in the 

processes which led to the prescriptive sublime. 

Thomson did not create the shift in the treatment of 

nature from the pastoral to the descriptive-reflective; 

fewer authors chose the pastoral form after 1720, and the 

poems of Denham, Pomfret, Anne Pinch, Dyer, and Pope (in 

Windsor Forest) all contained "rural meditation" and were 

well received. What Thomson did was to make obeisances 

before the shrine of Virgilian poetry while tremendously 

enlarging the scope of the georgic's natural history, 

reflections on morality, and appreciation of rural scenery, 

adding the terror and rapture inspired by the aspects of 

nature which had not been treated in pastoral or georgic— 

all described in the distinctive vocabulary and style which 

would characterize the sublime mode throughout the rest of 

the century. 
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This union of elements of the rhetorical and natural 

sublime, which Marjorie Hope Nicolson describes as taking 

place in 17^4 with the revised Seasons, Young's complete 

Night Thoughts, and Akenside's The Pleasures of Imagina

tion. 1^ actually occurred almost twenty years earlier, with 

the publication of the first edition of Winter in 1726. 

That poem takes emergent, appreciative attitudes toward 

nature's grander demonstrations and clothes them in verse 

which Thomson built up from his experience of current 

poetry, of Milton, and of scriptural poetry. And although 

Nicolson implies that the synthesis was not complete until 

the last revised Seasons, the fact is that Thomson's 

attitude toward the sublime did not change. He added 

effects to the poem as it grew in its peculiar, aggregative 

way, but under his hand the sublime developed none of the 

emphasis on states of mind and psychological effects which 

Burke described in the fifties. The rapture, melancholy, 

and pensive or heavenly musing which the contemplation of 

sublime objects leads to in Thomson's poetry had all been 

adumbrated much earlier—in the works of Shaftesbury more 

explicitly than in Dennis or Addison. 

Thomson's attitude toward the sublime did not 

change, but his later work emphasizes the world of man more 

11. Mountain Gloom and Mountain Glory (Ithaca, New 
York: Cornell University Press, 1959), p. 35^. By 17^4 only 
seven books had been published of the Night Thoughts, which 
was not completed until 17ij.5-6. 
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than the world of nature. He concentrates specifically on 

the subject of political liberty, treating it in his long 

poem Liberty (which he considered his best work) and in the 

plays. Contemporary critical opinion on the suitability of 

liberty as subject for the sublime poem is also discussed in 

Chapter ij.. 

Josephine Miles lists traits of the sublime mode in 

Eras and Modes in English Poetry: "an epithetical, phrasal, 

participial and compounding sentence structure, an unrhymed 

or irregular ode line, a vocabulary of passion and magni

tude." Thomson's poetry has further elements of sensibility, 

politics., "universal survey," personification, "patient 

detailed description."^ We may expand this list to include 

the stress on limitlessness which pervades spatial and 

temporal surveys in The Seasons and Liberty, and the dis

tinctive features of style which we have already suggested 

and which are discussed at length in the next chapter. 

Finally, Thomson makes continual reference to nature, even 

in his poetry exclusive of The Seasons. 

What does Thomson's exemplification of the sublime 

do for the poetry of the first half of the century? It 

raises the status of nature as poetic subject and widens 

awareness that all aspects of nature can make impressive 

12. Eras and Modes in English Poetry (Berkeley and 
Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1957)* 
pp. 1̂ 9, 63. 
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poetry, putting a 3tyle of epic derivation into what seems 

to be the lesser form of the georgic descriptive-reflective 

poem. The Seasons, after all, manages to suggest that 

nature is the "fair, useful, and magnificent" subject which 

will redeem poetry from the contempt and abuse which Thomson 

saw at the time he wrote the preface to the second edition 

of Winter, and it makes this suggestion without surprising 

or shocking his contemporaries. 

Thomson's work does not represent a revolt against 

the critical canons commonly accepted in the late seven

teenth and early eighteenth centuries; the whole theory of 

sublimity in poetry too easily fitted into the prescrip-

tivism which is the bane of anyone who attempts to read 

productions of the eighteenth century's lesser men of 

letters. But in offering possibilities of description not 

found in pastoral or georgic forms, in showing the merits of 

close observation, and in presenting those terrifying 

aspects of nature which uncovered the inadequacy of man's 

powers and his systems, Thomson managed to create a new form 

and a new mode. 



CHAPTER 2 

THE RHETORICAL SUBLIME 

Thomson built up a style to suit his subject matter. 

He had no doubts about the worth of his subject, saying that 

he knew none "more elevating, more amusing; more ready to 

awake the poetical enthusiasm, the philosophical reflection, 
A 

and the moral sentiment, than the works of Nature." It was 

a subject which demanded the loftiest of styles, and in the 

1730 Vfinter he describes how his muse attempts to treat it: 

And now among the Wintry clouds again, 
Rolled in the doubling storm, she tries to soar, 
To swell her note with all the rushing winds, 
To suit her sounding cadence to the floods; 
As is her theme, her numbers wildly great. (23-27) 

Thomson's muse, like Milton's, wants to soar with no mean 

flight, suiting her "note," "cadence," and "numbers" to the 

splendors of nature which the poet wants to describe. In 

developing such a suitable style, Thomson adopted features 

from Milton, from scriptural verse, and from the poetry of 

his own age. 

Thomson imitates Milton's stateliness of expression, 

his catalogues of proper names, and some syntactic features 

such as inversions and substitutions of one part of speech 

1. Preface to the second edition of Winter (1726) 
in James Thomson: Poetical Works, ed. J. Logie Robertson 
Ôxford: Oxford University press, 1908), pp. 21+.0—21+.1. 

10 
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for another. He also borrows specific lines and parts of 

lines from Paradise Lost. Though the two poets seemed to be 

writing very different kinds of poetry, their concerns were 

often congruent; they both dealt with the larger aspects of 

the world, and The Seasons attempts, if not to justify the 

ways of God to man, at least to show how God is shadowed 

forth in his creation. Milton's style had been identified 

with the sublime as a result of the writings of Gildon, Den

nis, Addison, Welsted, and others. It was a sublime style 

which Thomson needed, for although he himself had no doubts 

about the worth of his subject, nature did not have the solid 

claim for attention and reverence which Milton's subject com

manded. Milton's sublime style helped to provide a voice for 

the impressive aspects of nature Thomson intended to treat. 

Thomson adopted from scriptural verse specific 

phrases and turns of expression as well as an emotional 

intensity which characterized parts of the Bible such as the 

Psalms and the Book of Job. Interest awakened in scripture 

as poetry during the late seventeenth and early eighteenth 

century. Defenses of the style of scriptural verse partly 

based on Longinus and other ancient authorities served to 

classify biblical verse as sublime. Longinus had unwit

tingly made the first connection of sacred writings with 

sublimity when he quoted a verse from Genesis in the Peri 

Hupsos. By the time Thomson began publishing, poets of the 
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first quarter of the century such as Blackmore and Hill had 

paraphrased parts of the Bible and praised its sublimity. 

Writers such as Anthony Blackwall had discovered in the 

Bible numerous figures which Longinus recommended as condu

cive to sublimity. Thomson had also practiced rendering 

parts of the Bible into verse, and from long acquaintance 

with the scriptures—going back to his earliest childhood— 

he may have adopted a mode of thought which led to the 

syncretizing theme of The Seasons, as well as its method of 

composition. 

Prom contemporary poetry Thomson incorporated other 

features conducive to sublimity as the early eighteenth 

century saw it. He cultivated the powers of description 

which Longinus had called "visualization" and used a dis

tinctive vocabulary which emphasized the power and limit-

lessness of nature. Similarly, the use of periphrasis, 

poetic epithets, repetition, the accumulation of detail, and 

personification allowed him to express the profusion of 

nature while still regarding its order. 

Thomson'3 synthesis of stylistic elements from these 

three sources created a poetic mode which was both imitative 

and unique. Longinus had recommended some of the devices 

which the poet adopted from each of the three, and later 

writers had pointed to these as particular beauties. The 

mode which Thomson created was therefore not only specifi

cally tailored for sublime subject matter, but also was 
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assured of a familiar and favorable reception by the poet's 

contemporari e s. 

These stylistic features, together with a vocabulary 

which emphasizes the grand prospects of nature and the 

emotions aroused by such prospects, constitute the "rhetori

cal sublime," which began with Longinus' description of 

rhetorical effects used by Homer and other ancient poets. 

The rhetorical sublime is thus distinguished from the 

"natural sublime": the objects themselves which give rise to 

strong emotion when one sees them or hears them described by 

a capable poet. 

Miltonic Imitation 

"No man ever yet became great by imitation," accord

ing to Johnson,^ and Thomson's imitation of Milton's style 

has prevented any judgment of greatness by some critics. 

Johnson himself, of course, did not admit Thomson's subser

vience to another's style: 

As a writer he is entitled to one praise of the 
highest kind: his mode of thinking and of express
ing his thoughts is original. His blank verse is 
no more the blank verse of Milton or of any other 
poet than the rhymes of Prior are the rhymes of 
Cowley. His numbers, his pauses, his diction, are 
of his"own growth, without transcription, without 
imitation. 3 

2. Rambler No. 

3. "Thomson," in Lives of the Poets, ed. George 
Birkbeck Hill (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1905), III, 298. 



Raymond Dexter Havens' study of Milton's influence on Thom

son could not change the truth of Johnson's more sensitive 

reading, but Havens did demonstrate Thomson's understanding 

of Milton's prosody and stylistic devices. Of the nine most 

characteristic features of Milton's style which Havens 

lists, he notes seven of them exemplified in Thomson's 

poetry. Not all of these are significant—the use of 

unusual compound epithets for instance; it is a frequent 

stylistic habit of poets in the 1720's, 30's, and i^O's. 

Thomson's use of Latinate words and words in obsolete senses 

is similarly capable of interpretation different from that 

of Miltonic imitation. It is not my purpose to deny the 

imitation but rather to show its purpose, and for this 

reason an examination of several of Milton's stylistic 

devices which Thomson adopted can be illuminating. 

Havens finds Thomson emulating Milton's "largeness 

of utterance,and quotes the familiar passage in Spring 

where Thomson versifies Thomas Burnet's theory of the Flood: 

Hence, in old dusky time, a deluge came: 
When the deep-cleft disparting orb, that arched 
The central waters round, impetuous rushed 
With universal burst into the gulf, 
And o'er the high-piled hills of fractured earth 
Wide-dashed the waves in undulation vast, 
Till, from the centre to the streaming clouds, 
A shoreless ocean tumbled round the globe. 

(Spring, 309-316) 

ij.. The Influence of Milton on English Poetry (Cam
bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1922), p. Tj1. 
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Havens is illustrating Miltonic features which he describes 

as "stateliness" and the "sonorous orotund," language "as 

far removed from conversational familiarity" as possible.5 

Many critics of Thomson would agree—even amplify the state

ment to say the poet was incapable of expressing the 

simplest of thoughts in simple language. But Havens is 

making a point about the appeal of Milton's poetic language 

for Thomson: 

He had a strong and instinctive dislike for limita
tions of almost every kind. His fervent imagination 
was not definite, like Dante's; it delighted, as did 
Milton's, in large, general effects. It demanded a 
wide sweep." 

That the limitless, the majestic, and the stately aspects of 

Milton's poetry appealed to Thomson is clear: these are the 

aspects he would have called sublime. They are as much the 

character of his own style as of what he borrowed from 

Milton, and they have the endorsement of sublimity from 

Longinus himself.? 

5. Havens, p. 80. 

6. Ibid.» P. 130. 

7. I am not insisting that Milton was consciously 
following Longinus1 illustrations of sublimity, though he 
may have done so. In any case, Thomson could find numerous 
examples of Longinus' sources of the sublime in Milton's 
work; it was a common enough practice of eighteenth-century 
critics to do so. That Milton was aware of Longinus we know 
from his letter on education to Samuel Hartlib, Complete 
Poem3 and Major Prose, ed. Merritt Y. Hughes (New "York: 
Odyssey Press, 1957)* p. 636. 
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Milton used numerous catalogues of proper names to 

give sonorousness and weight to his lines. Longinus had 

recommended this practice (Section 23.lj.)» though he appended 

a characteristic warning that the device could only be used 

where the subject could sustain the added weight of the 

verse. Thomson adopts the catalogue of proper names several 

times, notably in his list of mountains in Autumn, 779-806. 

Twice he includes a list of rivers and bodies of water: once 

in The Seasons (Summer, 80l|-831) and once in Liberty: 

Prom the dire deserts by the Caspian laved 
To where the Tigris and Euphrates, joined, 
Impetuous tear the Babylonian plain, 
And blest Arabia aromatic breathes. 
See that dividing far the watery north, 
Parent of floods I from the majestic Rhine, 
Drunk by Batavian meads, to where, seven-mouthed, 
In Euxine waves the flashing Danube roars; 
To where the frozen Tanais scarcely stirs 
The dead Maeotic pool, or the long Rha 
In the black Scythian sea his torrent throws. 
Last, that beneath the burning zone behold. 
See where it runs from the deep-loaded plains 
Of Mauritania to the Libyan sands, 
Where Amnion lifts amid the torrid waste 
A verdant isle with shade and fountain fresh, 
And farther to the full Egyptian shore, 
To where the Nile from Ethiopian clouds, 
His never drained ethereal urn, descends. 

(Ill, 235-253) 

There is an incantatory force in the lines, and this sort of 

tabulation, whether of rivers or mountains, naturally 

results in a panoramic view: to include the most impressive 

features all lands must be ranged. The subject is indefi

nitely enlarged. As Longinus noted, "it is a natural incli

nation that leads us to admire not the little streams, 
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however pellucid and however useful, but the Nile, the 
O 

Danube, the Rhine, and above all the Ocean." Thomson's 

catalogue of rivers includes those most admirable according 

to Longinus, and in Autumn of course, he lists the most 

impressive of those natural features which Marjorie Hope 

Nicolson has demonstrated to be so important in the develop

ment of the aesthetics of the infinite—mountains.^ 

In the frequency of some syntactic features--for 

instance, the substitution of adjectives for adverbs and the 

inversion of normal word order—Havens believes Thomson out

did his master.^® Longinus had recommended hyperbaton, "an 

arrangement of words or thougjits which differs from the 

normal sequence,"^ as well as changes in case, tense, 

person, number, and gender (Sections 23.1-2lj..2). Both 

Milton and Thomson share the characteristic of inverting 

word or phrase order, substituting one part of speech for 

another, and omitting words unnecessary to the sense. This 

gives the verse complexity and sometimes renders it 

8. 'Longinus1 on Sublimity, trans., ed., and with 
an introduction and commentary by D. A. Russell (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1965>)» p. Where I quote Longinus, I 
give page references to this translation; elsewhere I have 
merely noted section numbers. 

9. Mountain Gloom and Mountain Glory: The Develop
ment of the Aesthetics of the Infinite (Ithaca, N. Y.: 
Cornell University Press, 1959). 

10. Havens, p. 133. 

11. 'Longinus' on Sublimity, p. 29. 



difficult to read because of a ponderous though unpre

dictable movement. Longinus was discussing oratory when he 

made his recommendations, however, and his words refer 

specifically to the expression of emotion. In Longinus1 

view, hyperbaton is effective because it reveals the 

speaker's emotions, with confused or distracted thoughts 

giving rise to disjointed speeches. The device is valuable, 

therefore, because it is close to nature: "Art is perfect 

when it looks like nature, nature is felicitous when it 

embraces concealed art."^ This passage cannot be applied 

to the kind of poetry in which either Milton or Thomson 

customarily uses the device. Little of Thomson's non-

dramatic poetry has an impassioned speaker attempting to 

make his emotion felt, though the plays often contain such 

situations. 

Besides stylistic devices, Thomson borrowed specific 

lines, or the suggestion for their content, from lines in 

Paradise Lost.^ For example, his interest in the sublime 

topics of light and the sun brought him to Milton for 

phrases and hints. In Spring, he takes the suggestion for 

12. 'Longinus1 on Sublimity, p. 29. 

13. The suggestion for these parallels comes from 
Otto Zippel's section entitled "Models and Sources" in his 
edition of The Seasons (Berlin: Mayer and Muller, 1908), 
pp. xxxii-xTT Professor Zippel's parallels cannot always be 
taken at face value, as Armin Blau noted in his stylistic 
study, James Thomsons 'Seasons'. Eine G-enetische 
Stiluntersuohung (Berlin: Mayer and Muller, 1910), p. vii. 
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some lines on the sun from a passage in Book III of Paradise 

Lost: 

. . .  t h e  p e n e t r a t i v e  s u n ,  
His force deep darting to the dark retreat 
Of vegetation, sets the steaming power 
At large. (Spring, 79-82) 

The golden Sun ... 
. . .  t h a t  g e n t l y  w a r m s  

The Universe, and to each inward part 
With gentle penetration, though unseen, 
Shoots invisible virtue even to the deep. 

(Paradise Lost III, 572, 583-586) 

The generative power of the sun is of recurrent 

interest in the subject matter of The Seasons, and so too is 

the plenitude of creation: the wide-ranging scope that keeps 

in view all of the boundless variations of animal and 

vegetable life which owe their beings to the sun. Thomson 

returns to this generative faculty of the sun in a passage 

in Summer to show that not only living forms are affected by 

the sun's power, but also 

The unfruitful rock itself, impregned by thee, 
In dark retirement forms the lucid stone. 

(Summer, 11+0—1lf1) 

This passage continues, characteristically, with a catalogue 

of precious stones formed by the sun, each capturing a 

portion of its spectrum. The Milton passage quoted comes 

from the book in which Satan travels from Hell to Earth and 

in the process surveys the whole of creation. This book is 

discussed in Spectator No. 315 where Addison, who was pro

foundly impressed by the breadth of Milton's vision here, 
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continually refers to its sublimity. Thomson also borrows 

from the opening of the book, to dilate on a subject almost 

as dear to him as it was to Milton—light: 

Prime cheerer, Light 1 
Of all material beings first and best! 
Efflux divine J Nature's resplendent robe, 
Without whose vesting beauty all were wrapt 
In unessential gloom; and thou, 0 Sun I 
Soul of surrounding worlds i in whom best seen 
Shines out thy Maker I may I sing of thee? 

(Summer, 90-96) 

Thomson begins with the surprising, but scientific, asser

tion of light's material nature; then, after calling it the 

first of created things his next line "Efflux divine" 

reminds us of the divine "Plat lux" which made it first. 

Not only prior to the rest of creation, light is also a 

prior condition for our appreciation of it, and "prime 

cheerer" for poets and all who could not see the beauty of 

creation without light. Thomson sees light itself as a 

sublime object. The sun, as the source of light, is the 

best indicator of its infinite maker because of its magni

tude and brightness; the thought seems to recall the inade

quacy of humans because the line continues with the humility 

of the petition, "may I sing of thee?" Compare Milton's 

lines: 

Hail, holy light, offspring of Heav'n first-born, 
Or of th' Eternal Coeternal beam 
May I express thee unblam'd? 

(Paradise Lost III, 1-3) 



21 

A later passage in Summer comes from a continuation 

of Milton's hymn to light in the opening lines of Book Ills 

How shall I then attempt to sing of Him 
Who, Light Himself, in uncreated light 
Invested deep, dwells awfully retired 
Prom mortal eye or angel's purer ken? 

(Summer, 175-178) 

May I express thee unblam'd? since God is Light, 
And never but in unapproached Light 
Dwelt from Eternity, dwelt then in thee, 
Bright effluence of bright essence increate. 

(Paradise Lost III, 3-6) 

Marjorie Hope Nicolson discusses the significance light had 

for Thomson, following Milton, and for eighteenth-century 

poets in general, in Newton Demands the Muse. ̂  Thomson was 

fascinated by the colors of the spectrum and their explana

tion in Newton's Optics; light itself became a source of 

beauty as well as its illumination. The characteristics of 

light are sources of the sublimes light is awe-inspiring, 

boundless, coeternal with the Creator, and generative of all 

life forms as well as (Thomson suggests) mineral wealth. 

Another borrowed passage involves the same kind of 

metaphoric equation of God with the source of light that we 

have seen in lines previously quoted; in Milton the lines 

are theses 

How oft amidst 
Thick clouds and dark doth Heav'n'3 all-ruling Sire 
Choose to reside, his Glory unobscur'd, 

1i].. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 19i|-6), 
especially pp. 
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And with the Majesty of darkness round 
Covers his Throne. 

(Paradise Lost II, 263-267) 

In Thomson this becomes: 

The clouds, commixed 
With stars swift-gliding, sweep along the sky. 
All Nature reels: till Nature's King, who oft 
Amid tempestuous darkness dwells alone, 
And on the wings of the careering wind 
Walks dreadfully serene, commands a calm. 

(Winter, 195-200) 

Milton is not the sole source of the lines; the metaphor of 

God walking on the wings of the wind comes from Psalm 104 

and, as we shall see later in this chapter, was a popular 

illustration of the sublimity of scripture. 

Thomson begins from a passage in Milton when he 

writes his catalogue of mountains in Autumn: the words "from 

Imaus stretched/Athwart the roving Tartar's sullen bounds" 

(783-784) come from Milton's vulture descending from Imaus, 

"Whose snowy ridge the roving Tartar bounds" (Paradise Lost 

III, 431-14-32). The reference is transformed from a simile 

in Milton to the launching of a passage describing nature's 

most impressive features in Thomson. 

These passages show how often Thomson's and Milton's 

poetic concerns were congruent: writing seemingly such dif

ferent kinds of poetry, they both dealt with the larger 

aspects of the world. And in the various relationships 

between man and the rest of creation as well as between 

creation and its creator, the themes of the two poets are 
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not so different. When Milton chose to justify God's ways 

to man he chose also to show the process of creation and 

man's place in the totality of things, both before and after 

the Pall. When Thomson chose to depict the seasons, he 

chose an attendant philosophical attitude also: 

Vapours, and clouds, and storms. Be these my theme; 
These, that exalt the soul to solemn thought 
And heavenly musing. (Winter, 3-5) 

As I have suggested, The Seasons attempts to show how God 

is shadowed forth in his creation. Moreover, Thomson 

declares his intention to reconcile the apparent evil of the 

natural world with ideas of a provident stewardship by a 

supreme being. In a passage in Winter (572-616) expressing 

the ideal of otium cum dignitate,^ the poet says he and his 

friends would try 

to scan the moral world, 
Which, though to us it seems embroiled, moves on 
In higher order, fitted and impelled 
By wisdom's finest hand, and issuing all 
In general good. (Winter, 583-587) 

This similarity of interest is part of the reason 

why Thomson found Milton's style so congenial. Havens seems 

to suppose Thomson merely wanted to adorn his blank verse: 

The new measure, which was not yet established, 
still seemed to many mere prose; hence to be 
acceptable it needed every possible enrichment. 

15. The passage must be compared with other poems 
of the time to see Thomson's deeper look at moral concerns 
than the conventional wish for rural virtue: see, for 
example, Pomfret's "Choice" and Anne Pinch's "Petition for 
an Absolute Retreat." 



2b 

The 'swellings of style1 and luxuriance of lan
guage in which Philips and Thomson indulged are 
in part, therefore, a kind of paste jewels used 
to offset the severity of their unadorned meas
ure .1" 

But the implication that Thomson chose blank verse as a 

poetic medium, then chose Milton's peculiar stylistic tricks 

to adorn it, is not supported by an unbiased look at 

Thomson's poetry; Havens contradicts himself, in fact, since 

he also points out that the stylistic peculiarities are not 

superimposed: 

It is not a matter of this or that word, of a few 
stylistic devices or syntactic peculiarities; it 
is a question of the general character of the 
words employed, of the way in which they are 
used, the order in which they are placed, and the 
kind of sentences made from them. Thomson's 
entire conception of the language and style of 
poetry seems, indeed, to have been moulded by 
Paradise Lost.17 

What is lost in Havens' mechanical review of 

Milton's stylistic features in Thomson's poetry is the pur

pose of the imitation. That purpose, aside from the the

matic similarities which we have already noted, rests in the 

subject matter of the two poets and the style chosen to 

treat it; we may assign it to a concern with decorum, the 

ideal of perfect appropriateness of form to content. Milton 

chose for his subject the grandest of designs; in Addison's 

word3: "every Thing that is great in the whole Circle of 

16. Havens, p. 138 

17. Ibid., p. 1J4.O. 
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Being, whether within the Verge of Nature, or out of it, has 

a proper Part assigned it in this noble Poem" (Spectator 

No. 267). The style in which this grand design was to be 

embodied had, of necessity, to be the loftiest which Milton 

could muster; he declared in the opening lines his intention 

to soar "with no middle flight ... Above th1 Aonian 

Mount." In terms of classical rhetoric, Milton was attempt

ing to write in the most exalted of Quintilian1s three 

classifications of style. In critical practice, however, 

the style was identified with Longinus1 sublime, and for the 

early eighteenth century, Milton became the greatest 

exemplar of the sublime in English poetry.^® Charles 

Gildon, writing before the turn of the century, is still 

defending the style against its critics: 

Those Antient and consequently less Intelligible 
Words, Phrases, and Similes, by which he fre-
quently and purposedly affects to express his 
Meaning, in ray Opinion do well suit with the 
Venerable Antiquity and Sublime Grandeur of his 
Subject.'9 

Dennis, at the turn of the century, is by no means certain 

that Milton's style is of the best, but a shift has begun to 

take place so that the poet is praised for exemplifying 

18. See Samuel Holt Monk, The Sublime; A Study of 
Critical Theories in XVIII-Century England (New York: Modern 
Language Association, 1935> rpt. Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan Press, 1960), p. 20. 

19. "Vindication of Paradise Lost (169i+)» " in 
Critical Essays of the Seventeenth Century, ed. Joel E. 
Spingarn (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1909),III, 198. 
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Longinus1 first source of the sublime: greatness of concep

tion. At the same time Dennis has reservations about 

Milton's language based on the usual grounds that English 

cannot compare with Latin or Greek in stylistic beauty or 

metric harmony: 

When I say that Milton excels Virgil, I mean, that 
he does so sometimes, both in his Thought, and in 
his Spirit, purely by the advantage of his Religion. 
But at the same time, I am very far from thinking, 
that he so much as equals him either in the con
tinual Harmony of his Versification, or the constant 
Beauty of his Expression, or his perpetual Exalta
tion. He writ in a Language that was not capable of 
so much Beauty, or so much Harmony.20 

Dennis follows this statement with lengthy comparisons "to 

shew that Milton, who lay under these vast Disadvantages, 

very often excell'd, even the prince of Roman Poets, both in 

the Greatness of his Thought, and his Spirit. Addison 

agrees that "Milton1s chief Talent, and indeed his distin

guishing Excellence, lies in the Sublimity of hi3 Thoughts," 

but he adds praise of Milton's style. Only Homer rivals him 

in "the Greatness of his Sentiments," however, and if the 

reader notes what Longinus says of several passages in 

Homer, he can discover camparable passages in Paradise Lost 

(Spectator No. 279). This is precisely what Leonard Welsted 

did. In the "Remarks" added to his 1712 translation of 

20. The Critical Works of John Dennis, ed. Edward 
Niles Hooker (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins Press, 1939-
19*4-3), I, 271. 

21. Critical Works of John Dennis, I, 272. 



Longinus, Welsted compares passages beginning from Longinus1 

points "to see . . . how boldly he QliltonjJ comes to dispute 

the Prize with Homer." 

It is undoubtedly true of Milton, that no Man 
ever had a Genius so happily forra'd for the Sub
lime: he found one only Theme capable enough to 
employ his Thoughts, but he could find no Lan
guage copious enough to express them.22 

In the absence of such a language, then, Milton invented 

one. A contemporary might have said of it what Ben Jonson 

said of Spenser's, that it was "no language," but the fact 

remains that it was accepted as the ideal vehicle for the 

sublime thoughts the critics credited him with. Lyttelton, 

Thomson's contemporary and friend, has Boileau remark in the 

Dialogues of the Dead that Longinus would have preferred 

Milton to all other poets "for he excells even Homer in the 

Sublime."23 

It is against this background that we must view 

Thomson's choice of Milton to emulate. Milton's subject had 

from the beginning a solid claim to reverence and attention; 

Thomson's had not. Yet Thomson could hardly have felt more 

strongly about it, saying that he knew "no subject more 

elevating, more amusing; more ready to awake the poetical 

22. The Works of Dionysius Longinus, On the Sub-
lime, trans. Leonard Welsted (London: Sam. Briscoe, 1712), 
PP. 151, 156. 

23. George Lyttelton, Dialogues of the Dead (Lon
don: W. Sandby, 1760), p. 122. 
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enthusiasm, the philosophical reflection, and the moral 

sentiment, than the works of Nature. He wanted to 

exchange the "low, venal, trifling" subjects of poetry for 

those which had the power to "surprise, and astonish,11—the 

effects of the sublime—and nothing suited him better than 

Milton's vehicle. 

Is not each great, each amiable muse 
Of classic ages in thy Milton met? 
A genius universal as his theme, 
Astonishing as chaos, as the bloom 
Of blowing Eden fair, as heaven sublime I 

(Summer, 1567-1571) 

James Sutherland writes that Thomson was "general

izing rashly" in the Preface to Winter and overstating the 

case for the place of nature in poetry.^ It is more likely 

that Thomson pleaded in such terms because he felt that the 

subject had not yet had an adequate hearing. He would use 

natural description to begin discussions of political con

cerns, as Pope had done in "Windsor Forest" and Denham in 

"Cooper's Hill," but he would also use such description to 

lead into social concerns, moral concerns, personal and 

national panegyric. He had a vision of nature poetry as a 

2k* Preface to the second edition of Winter, Poet
ical Works, ed. J. Logie Robertson (Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1908), pp. 2l\0-2ij.1. His feeling about political 
liberty, the subject of his other long poem and the plays, 
is almost as strong, and will be discussed in Chapter ij-. 

25. A Preface to Eighteenth Century Poetry (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 19i}.oj rpt. Oxford Paperbacks, 
1963), p. 113. 



form capable of evoking a full range of emotion from pathos 

to terror, and he proved that his kind of poetry could com

pete with narrative and satiric forms, as well as the 

artistically moribund pastoral, for the honors of being 

among the best-received writings for more than a century. 

His unique style needed the contribution Milton gave it 

because there had not been such a creature on the literary 

scene before; Thomson's verse included aspects of nature 

whose appreciation was only in its infancy. His nature was 

neither the graceful couch of the pastoral nor the unknown, 

other world which furnished the backdrop for romance, nor 

the haven for retiring city dwellers which furnished relief 

from urban, courtly evils and sponsored its own kind of 

rural complacency. Not that Thomson's nature could not 

charm; it could do that, and it was displaying new aspects 

of its beauty and variety, thanks to Newton and other 

physical scientists. ° But nature's big, angry forces 

needed a voice, and Milton helped to provide that voice. 

26. The Seasons clearly overlaps both terms of C. 
V. Deane's division of eighteenth-century nature poetry, the 
pastoral and the didactic, which have sources in the 
Eclogues and Georgics respectively. Aspects of Eighteenth 
Century Nature Poetry (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1933; rpt. 
New York: Barnes and Noble, 1968), p. 33. 
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"The Peculiar Language of Heaven": 
Scripture and the Style of the 

Sublime Mode 

To construct the style of the sublime mode, Thomson 

also used elements from scriptural verse. An awakening 

interest in scripture as poetry during the late seventeenth 

and early eighteenth century, as well as defenses of the 

style of scriptural verse based on Longinus and other 

ancient authorities, had served to classify biblical poetry 

as sublime. This connection of sublimity and the sacred 

writings began with Longinus" quotation from the first verses 

of Genesis: 

. . .  t h e  l a w g i v e r  o f  t h e  J e w s ,  n o  o r d i n a r y  m a n —  
for he understood and expressed God's power in 
accordance with its worth—writes at the begin
ning of his Laws: 'God said1—now what?—' "Let 
there be light", and there was light; "Let there 
be earth", and there was earth, 'w 

Longinus is discussing his first source of the sublime, the 

power of conceiving great thoughts, and he pays no attention 

to the style in which the momentous fiat is cast. Neverthe

less, his reference became the center of a controversy among 

French commentators in the seventeenth century because 

Longinus seemed to be advocating a simple style as a means 

of attaining sublimity.2® For a while at least, Longinus1 

emphasis on great conception was obscured. Murray Roston 

27. 'Longinus' on Sublimity, p. 12. 

28. See Monk, pp. 33ff» 
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says of the emphasis on simplicity: 

Scarcely a comment was made on the literary merit 
of the Bible at the turn of the Q8thJ century 
which did not contain some reference to its noble 
simplicity, and it was a term which could not 
have been used meaningfully before the seventeenth 
century. For it suggested a deliberate ignoring 
of the allegorical tradition, and an assessment 
based entirely upon the literal meaning and 
expression of the text. Moreover, it was a term 
ideally suited to the interests of the primitivist, 
and one which allowed him to establish parallels 
with the ancient simplicity of Homer so that on 
the authority of these two revered works he could 
begin to break away from the more stylized forms 
of neoclassical literature.29 

Boston is too assiduous in looking for preromantic elements, 

and he apparently does not realize how the recognition of 

scripture as poetry could be reconciled to and even change 

some of the "stylized forms of neoclassical literature" 

without signifying revolt. But this recognition greatly 

advanced the sublime as an aesthetic ideal because it gave 

it a kind of divine superscription. Where before it had 

only the recommendation of Longinus, now both the ancients 

and the sacred writers were grouped on the side of the sub

lime. Eighteenth-century appreciation of scriptural poetry 

was not new. Sidney had praised the prosopopeia of the 

Psalms in his Apologie. Milton preferred "those frequent 

songs throughout the law and the prophets" to "all the kinds 

of Lyrick Poesy," and Sir William Temple "never read the 

29. Prophet and Poet: The Bible and the Growth of 
Romanticism (London: Faber and Faber, 1965), p. 51* 
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Qjong of Deborah] without observing in it as True and Noble 

Strains of Poetry and Picture as in any other Language what

soever, in spight of all Disadvantages from Translations 

into so different Tongues and common Prose."30 Thomson is 

therefore in good company when he argues that denigrating 

poetry is tantamount to blasphemy: 

It is affronting the universal taste of mankind, 
and declaring against what has charmed the listen
ing world from Moses down to Milton. In fine, it 
is even declaring against the sublimest passages 
of the inspired writings themselves, and what 
seems to be the peculiar language of heaven.31 

Thomson was writing at the high point of a wave of 

interest in scripture as poetry.32 in The Grounds of Criti

cism in Poetry Dennis had urged "that all those parts of the 

Old Testament which.were writ in Verse, ought to be trans

lated in Verse, by Reasons which may have force enough to 

convince us, that Verse translated into Prose is but half 

translated."33 How well he succeeded may be attested by the 

number of paraphrases of Old Testament verse by poets in the 

first quarter of the century. Genesis was a favorite topic, 

30. Milton1s Reason of Church Government, quoted by 
Vincent Freimarck, "The Bible and Neo-classical Views of 
Style," JEGP, 51 (1952), 5H+J Temple's "Of Poesy," in 
Spingarn, III, 87. 

31• Preface to the second edition of Winter, Poet
ical Works, p. 239. 

32. Roston, p. f>7. 

33* Critical Works of John Dennis, I, 331. 
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and both Blackmore and Hill wrote poems called The Creation. 

This topic had the advantage of Milton's precedent, as 

Dennis pointed out.3^ Dennis further noted that Longinus 

had not only drawn one of his examples in illustration of 

sublimity from the Book of Genesis, but he also used many 

more examples from references to pagan religion. As I noted 

in Chapter 1, Dennis was the first English critic who took 

Longinus seriously enough to base critical arguments on his 

precepts; in The Grounds of Criticism in Poetry it is his 

argument that only religious ideas can be the source of the 

greatest poetry: "I now come to the Precepts of Longinus, 

and pretend to shew from them, that the greatest Sublimity 

is to be deriv'd from Religious Ideas."35 After Dennis1 

criticism, the idea of sublimity is bound up with religious 

subject matter and, since the most familiar source of reli

gious poetry is the Christian Bible, with the Old and New 

Testaments. Thomson gave evidence enough that these ideas 

agreed with him. The feasibility of translation of sacred 

poetry is glanced at in the Preface to Winter, where he 

notes that the Book of Job, "that noble and ancient poem 

. . . even strikes so forcibly through a mangling transla

tion. "3^ Thomson's admiration and demonstrable emulation of 

3k- Critical Works of John Dennis, I, 271. 

35. Ibid., p. 358. 

36. Poetical Works, p. 
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Milton was complemented by admiration and emulation of 

scriptural style and the style of paraphrasers of scripture 

like Blackmore and Hill. Thomson's poetry is not, in bulk, 

as overtly religious as Paradise Lost, but from his first 

poetic efforts his lines show the mind's transcending the 

material effects of the world to get at the creating and 

sustaining reality behind it. Thomson, along with Blackmore 

and others, wrote a paraphrase of Psalm 102+ and of the sixth 

chapter of Matthew in heroic couplets, and one of his first 

poems, which appeared in Aaron Hill's Plain Dealer in 172lj., 

is "The Works and Wonders of Almighty Power," a paraphrase 

of part of Shaftesbury's Moralists in which the poet asks 

how he can deny a providential power in the face of the 

universe's evidence: 

How can I gaze upon yon sparkling vault, 
And view the planets rolling in their spheres, 
Yet be an atheist? Can I see those stars, 
And think of others far beyond my ken, 
Yet want conviction of creating power? 

(21-25) 

This physico-theological theme is evident throughout The 

Seasons and in Thomson's generalization of the seasons as 

"the varied God." 

Dennis' connection of religious poetry and sublimity 

must have been influential, for we shortly see it spreading 

to other areas of the world of letters. Addison champions 
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the influences of scriptural poetry in Spectator No. l|05s 

Our language has received innumerable Elegancies 
and Improvements, from that Infusion of Hebraism, 
which are derived to it out of the Poetical 
Passages in Holy Writ. They give a Force and 
Energy to our Expressions, warn and animate our 
Language, and Convey our Thoughts in more ardent 
and intense Phrases, than any that are to be met 
with in our own Tongue. There is something so 
pathetick in this kind of Diction, that it often 
sets the Mind in a Flame, and makes our hearts 
burn within us. How cold and dead does a Prayer 
appear, that is composed in the most Elegant of 
Polite Forms of Speech, which are natural to our 
Tongue, when it is not heightened by that 
Solemnity of Phrase, which may be drawn from the 
Sacred Writings. 

What Addison has to say about prayers can be applied to 

poetry of the sublime mode as well; Addison was aware of the 

scriptural paraphrases Blackmore was writing at this time 

(1712) and praised The Creation in Spectator No. 339. 

Spectator No. I4.89 is more interesting from the point of view 

of showing the nexus of sublimity and sacred poetry; 

Addison's correspondent begins by referring to the essay

ist's category of Greatness as one of the sources of the 

Pleasures of the Imagination, and he goes on to note that to 

him the ocean is the most impressive of objects in this 

respect: 

I cannot see the Heavings of this prodigious Bulk 
of Waters, even in a calm, without a very pleas
ing Astonishment, but when it is worked up in a 
Tempest, so that the Horizon on every Side is 
nothing but foaming Billows and floating Moun
tains, it is impossible to describe the agreeable 
Horrour that arises from such a Prospect. 
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So much would suffice to illustrate Addison's early appre

ciation of the "agreeable Horrour" in nature's larger 

spectacles, but as Murray Roston points out, the whole point 

of this introduction is to usher in the storm description in 

Psalm 107 as the most terrifying that the correspondent has 

seen:37 

Were we only to consider the Sublime in this 
Piece of Poetry, what can be nobler than the 
Idea it gives us, of the Supreme Being thus 
raising a Tumult among the Elements and recover
ing them out of their Confusion, thus troubling 
and becalming Nature? (Spectator No. lj.89) 

Addison concludes the essay with his own version of Psalm 

107 in quatrains. 

The basic elements which are noted by the critics 

and poets who signal the new appreciation of scripture as 

poetry are grand conception and emotional intensity. We 

need not take too seriously Professor Roston's insistence 

that these are exclusive characteristics of romanticism, nor 

his notion that "the rediscovery of the Bible as literature 

rather than as religious text helped to wean the eighteenth-

century poet away from his classical model";3® unfortunately 

Longinus can furnish a "classical model" as easily as 

Horace, and Longinian suggestions and illustrations can 

solidify into a prescriptive system just as rigid as the 

37. Roston, pp. 116-117. 

38. Ibid., p. 18. 
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so-called neoclassical rules. This is in fact what hap

pened; it is discussed in Chapter But two changes in 

late seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century attitudes 

toward scripture are significant. The first is a recogni

tion and appreciation of its poetry as poetry: the growth of 

the attitude which eventually leads Thomson to equate 

poetry with "the sublimest passages of the inspired writings 

themselves, and what seems to be the peculiar language of 

heaven." This development is fostered by Dennis and by 

Addison, so that by 1718 Charles Gildon is defending poetry 

in the same terras as Thomson will; "But that which deter

mines me entirely for Poetry, is, That God has made use of 

it in the Sacred Scriptures, by his Prophets, Legislators, 

and most favour1d of Things: That the Psalms, Canticles, 

Job, Ecclesiastes, are all Poems, if one may believe the 

Learned, and all written in Verse."39 

The second change is the connection of the notion of 

the sublime with the great conception, the passionate inten

sity, and the style of biblical verse. This idea has 

progressed so far by Thomson's time that in William Smith's 

1739 translation of Longinus, the best illustrations which 

Smith can find of Longinus' sources of sublimity come not 

from the classical period or from modern writers but from 

39. Complete Art of Poetry (London: C. Rivington, 
1718), I, 31. 
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the Old Testament.^"® Steele had praised the Book of Job for 

its sublimity in the Guardian, and even suggested famili

arity with it might have caused Longinus to revise his 

notions. Sneaking of the description of the horse ("Hast 

thou clothed his neck with thunder. • . .") by the Voice 

from the Whirlwind, Steele says: "Here are all the great and 

sprightly images, that thought can foiro of this generous 

beast, expressed in such force and vigour of style, as would 

have given the great wits of antiquity new laws for the sub

lime, had they been acquainted with these writings" 

(Guardian No. 86). Much later in the century Joseph Warton 

carries this idea to its logical extension by writing two 

Adventurer essays purporting to come from a lately dis

covered manuscript of Longinus in which he does revise at 

least his examples of the sublime because he has read the 

rest of the scriptures. He is much impressed with the Book 

of Job, and Psalm 101]. is mentioned: 

At the appearance of God, the mountains and the 
forests do not only tremble as in Homer, but 
•are melted down like wax at his presence.1 He 
rides not on a swift chariot over the level 
waves like Neptune, but 'comes flying upon the 
wings of the wind: while the floods clap their 
hands, and the hills and forests, and earth and 
heaven, all exult together before their Lord.1 

(Adventurer No. $1) 

One symptom of the new appreciation of scriptural 

poetry is the number of defenses written of it. These 

lj.0. Roston, p. 123. 



defenses generally took the form of comparison with Greek 

and Roman poetry, and always the biblical poetry was found 

to surpass the classics.^ There is a tone either of 

apology or of vigorous praise for the style of the scrip

tural verse; often it is seen as especially conducive to the 

sublime conception it clothes. Roston suggests that these 

defenses were not written against any specific attacks on 

sacred writings, but merely because the defenders were 

"uneasy at being unable to perceive the literary merit of 

the bible, more particularly the kind of verse form 

employed in the Psalms, Canticles, and some sections of the 

prophetic books. While this may be true, the defenders are 

none the less energetic in praising and illustrating 

stylistic effects. One of the most interesting of these 

defenses from the point of view of the sublime is Anthony 

Blackwall's The Sacred Classics Defended and Illustrated 

(London: C. Rivington, 1725), published the year before the 

first edition of Winter.^ Not only does Blackwall's book 

show one attitude toward scripture at the time Thomson was 

writing, but it also has a continual reference to Longinus1 

2+1 • Freimarck, p. 

1+2. Roston, pp. $1, £6. 

1+3* Doctor Johnson recommended this book in a list 
given to "The Reverend Mr. Astle, of Ashbourne," whom he 
advised in his studies. James Boswell, Life of Johnson, 
ed. G. B. Hill and revised by L. P. Powell (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 193l|), IV, 311. 
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treatise in its approach to the examination of style. 

Blackwall uses for his defense the illustration of figures 

of speech which Longinus had discussed: repetition, exchang

ing one part of speech for another, hyperbaton, and others. 

Where Longinus had noted that real, sublimity "contains much 

food for reflection," Blackwall says of the figure of ellip

sis that it "often makes the language strong and close, and 

pleases an intelligent reader, by leaving something for him 

to fill up, and giving him room to.exercise his own thought 

and sagacity."^ Repetition, or pleonasmus, according to 

Blackwall "makes the sense intelligible and clear, and 

heightens the emphasis of the expression: it impresses ideas 

deep in the mind; and is of peculiar use to raise the value 

and majesty of great and lofty subjects."^ Longinus had 

discussed the value of repetition in sections on amplifica

tion and anaphora (Sections 11 and 20). Both Longinus and 

Blackwall use illustrations from Homer, Plato, Herodotus, 

Sophocles, and other ancient authors to demonstrate figures 

of speech. Blackwall is concerned to prove that figures 

used by scriptural writers are frequent and effective in the 

best Greek and Roman authors as well. He also wants to show 

that the style of the scriptures can compete in 

kk-. 'Longinus' on Sublimity, Section 7.l|., p. 8; 
Blackwall, p. 

lj-5. Blackwall, p. £9. 
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sophistication and force with these pagan writers. Under 

the exchange of parts of speech one for another, Blackwall 

discusses what Longinus refers to as polyptoton (Section 

23.1) or, in Blackwall, "variation of case" (p. 8i|.)• In 

discussing this trope both authors illustrate from 

Herodotus, the Cyropaedia of Xenophon, and Sophocles. As I 

have noted above, Havens considers the very frequent use of 

one part of speech for another in Thomson to be assignable 

to Milton's practice only, not realizing that the heritage 

of scriptural writing they had in common must have been as 

strong as any single literary influence on either. 

But it is in the discussion of hyperbaton, "an 

arrangement of words or thoughts which differs from the 

normal sequence," where Longinus and Blackwall are closest. 

Longinus had defended this transposition of normal order 

because he felt it "a very real mark of urgent emotion." It 

was useful because of its imitative value: "Thus hyperbaton 

is a means by which, in the best authors, imitation 

approaches the effect of nature.Blackwall*s defense of 

the figure is unusual, first because it is metaphoric—he 

treats this matter of style in a pictorial image—and, 

second, because it has an unmistakable reference to sublime 

landscapes: 

Plowery meadows, open champains stretcht out into 
a large extent, clear gently flowing rivers, and 

1^6. 'Longinus' on Sublimity, p. 29. 
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regular rows of trees, planted and prun'd with art 
and exactness are very charming and delightful. 
But falls of water, wears and rapid streams, that 
murmur loud, that toss loose stones, and dash 
against little broken rocks; threatning precipices 
and rugged mountains covered with trees flourish
ing in their wild wasts, and green bushes growing 
out of the clefts of crags, dress up a landscape 
in its full beauties, and consummate the charms of 
the prospect. A style that imitates the different 
appearances of nature, and, as some express it, 
its beautiful irregularities, which I wou'd rather 
call its beautiful varieties, entertains the mind 
and imagination with a most grateful variety of 
sensations and reflectionsj and gratifies the 
curiosity of human nature with a perpetual succes
sion of new-rising scenes and fresh pleasures.^-7 

The language is reminiscent of Addison's "Prospects of an 

open Champain Country, a vast uncultivated Desart, of huge 

Heaps of Mountains, high Rocks and Precipices," in Spectator 

No. ij.12. ELackwall makes two interesting points here: first, 

he exonerates the use of hyperbaton because it serves 

variety (in this same year—1725--Frances Hutcheson was 

finding the common factor of all beauty to be "uniformity in 

variety"), and, second, he abandons his usual method of 

defense—showing how the best authors use such figures—for 

long enough to make the argument from apt imitation of 

nature, Longinus1 own defense of the figure. 

How much this kind of defense of scripture owes to 

Milton's and Dennis' espousal of sacred subjects for poetry 

is uncertain, but earlier discussion of scripture did not 

take this form. Robert Boyle, for instance, wrote a 

47. Blackwall, p. 70. 



treatise called Some Considerations Touching the Style or 

the Holy Scripture in 1661, but his book does not deal with 

style at all: it is a defense of scripture against specific 

attacks that the Bible is an irrelevant, obscure, contra

dictory, trivial, and seldom coherent or instructive work. 

Increasingly in the eighteenth century, concern with 

scripture becomes concern with verbal aspects, and analysis 

proceeds much as if the subject were a secular poem. Poets 

themselves are just as likely to write defenses as are 

critics or divines. John Husbands, in the preface to his 

Miscellany of Poems (1731)* insists on the superiority of 

the sacred writings to the classics; "They exceed in Beauty 

and Propriety any Thing that was ever wrote by Man. The 

greatest Genius's among the Ancients fall infinitely short 

of the inspired Books." Husbands notes particular stylistic 

features such as the. use of abstract terms for concrete, 

personification, repetition, similes, allegory, and the 

combination of simplicity and sublimity in the sacred 

writers.^"® 

As popular as the defenses were poems on biblical 

subjects and paraphrases of Psalms or whole books of the 

Bible. Sir Richard Blackmore's Creation, a long 

1+8. A Miscellany of Poems By Several Hands (Oxford: 
Leon LichfielcF^ 1731), "preface," sig. B3i- and following. 
Husbands' preface is discussed in R. S. Crane, "An Early 
Enthusiast for Primitive Poetry: John Husbands," MLN, 37 
(1922), pp. 29-32, and in Roston, pp. 86-87. 
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philosophical poem of seven books (1712), has the same pur

pose as Thomson's physicotheology theme in The Seasons, 

though Thomson substitutes a direct confrontation of the 

natural world leading to an emotive reaction, elevating the 

mind to thoughts of a supreme being, while Blackmore still 

invokes traditional, rational arguments—that from design 

for instance (he even uses the simile of clockwork in the 

poem)j 

I have chosen to demonstrate the Existence of a 
God from the Marks of Wisdom, Design, Contrivance, 
and the Choice of Ends and Means, which appear 
in the Universe. Out of the various Arguments, 
that evince the Truth of this Proposition, There 
is a God, I have selected this as the most Evi
dent and Intelligible.4-9 

The poem ends with a hymn that, like Thomson's "Hymn to the 

Seasons," takes its inspiration from Psalm 1l|8, in which the 

various animate and inanimate parts of nature are urged to 

praise the lord in turn. 

Let glitt'ring Stars, that dance their destin'd Ring 
Sublime in Sky, with Vocal Planets sing ^ 
Confed'rate Praise to Thee, 0 Great Creator King,-'® 

Thus Blackmore writes where Thomson has: 

Ye that keep watch in heaven, as earth asleep 
Unconscious lies, effuse your mildest beams, 
Ye constellations! while your angels strike 
Amid the spangled sky the silver lyre. 

(62-65) 

lj.9. Sir Richard Blackmore, Creation. A Philosoph
ical Poem, in Seven Books. (London: S. Buckley and J. 
Tonson, 1712), "The Preface," p. xxxiii. 

50. Creation. Bk. VII, p. 356 
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The whole hymn begins from the universal praise of Psalm 

II4.8. Murray Roston thinks that this subject, and especially 

the invocation to aspects of untamed nature, inspired 

Thomson to "almost Davidic rapture."^1 Roston quotes in 

illustration lines 

Oh! talk of him in solitary glooms, 
Where, o'er the rock, the scarcely-waving pine 
Pills the brown shade with a religious awe. 
And ye, whose bolder note is heard afar, 
Who shake the astonished world, lift high to heaven 
The impetuous song, and say from whom you rage. 

Often the scriptural influence in The Seasons is 

merely a phrase that has found its way into the poem, as in 

Spring, 261-262: "and still the gracious clouds/Dropped 

fatness down," from Psalm 6£: "Thou crownest the year with 

thy goodness: and thy paths drop fatness." Again, in the 

first version of Winter, 15-16, "Till, thro1 the opening 

Chambers of the South,/Look'd out the joyous Spring" echo 

Job 9:9, " • • • Arcturus, Orion, and Pleiades, and the 

chambers of the south." We may imagine the familiarity with 

the Bible which resulted from the ministry of Thomson's 

father and the piety of his mother.^ Patrick Murdoch, in 

his life of Thomson prefixed to the 1762 edition of the 

51. Roston, p. 117. 

52. Douglas Grant tells us that the young James was 
"stimulated by his mother's imaginative rendering of the 
Bible." James Thomson: Poet of "The Seasons" (London: 
Cresset press, 1 1), p. ilH 



poet's works, discusses the effect of this influence on the 

poetry: 

But whatever advantage Mr. Thomson might derive 
from the complexion of his parent phis mother], 
it is certain he owed much to a religious edu
cation; and that his early acquaintance with the 
sacred writings contributed greatly to that 
sublime, by which his works will be for ever 
distinguished. In his first pieces, the 
Seasons, we see him at once assume the majestic 
freedom of an Eastern writer; seizing the grand 
images as they rise, cloathing them in his own 
expressive language, and preserving throughout, 
the grace, the variety, and the dignity, which 
belong to a just composition: unhurt by the 
stiffness of formal method.53 

A particular image from scripture which appears a 

number of times in Thomson's poetry comes from Psalm 10lj.. 

Murray Roston mentions the popularity of this psalm and the 

notice always taken.of its grand conception, especially in 

the lines which portray God: 

. . . who maketh the 
clouds his chariot: who walketh upon the 
wings of the wind. 5k-

Blackmore, Aaron Hill, and Thomson all wrote paraphrases of 

this Psalm, and the verse quoted (3) appears in a'number of 

poems of the period: see for example line 292 of Addison's 

Campaign (in a section lauded for its sublimity in Tatler 

No. J4.3) and line 181|9 of Thomas Parnell's "The Gift of 

Poetry." Aaron Hill discusses the Psalm in the preface to 

53• The Works of James Thomson (London: A. Millar, 
1762), I, iv. 

Roston, p. 117. 
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his Creation,^* showing it in its context of passionate and 

sublime conception. Hill begins by asserting that "God 

. . . taught Poetry first to the Hebrews, and the Hebrews to 

Mankind in general," a notion implicit in the defenses we 

have been examining, and certainly suggested by Thomson's 

characterization of poetry as "what has charmed the listen

ing world from Moses down to Milton." What Hill finds 

remarkable about Hebrew poetry is "a kind of Terrible 

Simplicity! a magnificent Plainness! which is commonly lost, 

in Paraphrase, by our mistaken Qideavours after heightening 

the Sentiments, by a figurative Expression. Of the 10i|.th 

Psalm Hill writes: 

In the same Psalm, the Hebrew Poet describing God, 
says,—He maketh the Cloud3 his Chariots, and 
walketh on the Wings of the Wind. Making the 
Cloud3 his Chariots, is a strong and lively 
Thought; But That of walking on the Wings of the 
Wind, is a Sublimity, that frightens, astonishes, 
and ravishes the Mind of a Reader, who conceives 
it, as he shou'd do. The Judgment of the Poet in 
this Place, is discernable in three different 
Particulars; The Thought is in itself highly 
noble, and elevated; To move at all upon the 
Wind carries with it an Image of much Majesty and 
Terror; But this natural Grandeur he first 
encreas'd by the Word Wings, which represents the 
Motion, as not only on the Winds, but on the 
Winds in their utmost Violence, and Rapidity of 
Agitation. But then at last, comes that finishing 
Sublimity, which attends the Word walks| The 

Aaron Hill's Creation is a pindaric ode of 
eight sections, seven pages long in its first edition (1720). 
The preface has been separately edited by Gretchen Graf Pahl 
(Augustan Reprint Society, Ser. IV, No. 2, March, 19i+9). 

56. Preface to Hill's Creation, p. vi. 



Poet is not satisfied to represent God, as riding 
on the Winds; nor even as riding on them in a 
Tempest; He therefore tells us, that He walks on 
their Wings; that so our Idea might be heighten'd 
to the utmost, by reflecting on this calm, and 
easy Motion of the Deity, upon a Violence, so 
rapid, so furious, and ungovernable, to our human 
Conception, Yet as nothing can be more sublime, 
so nothing can be more simple, and plain, than 
this noble Imagination,57 

Hill emphasizes the simplicity of the psalm's expression, a 

quality we have mentioned as attaching to the sublime in 

many English commentaries, a quality ultimately traceable, 

according to Monk, to Boileau's interpretation of Longinus-

especially the quotation from Genesis,^ Hill's own render 

ing of Verse 3 from Psalm 10i+ seems to gainsay his 

insistence on simplicity: 

Look f where yon gathering host of clouds, he 
dreadfully bestrides I 

And, aweful, on those self-roll'd chariots, rides t 
He moves f he walks, upon the swift-wing'd 

wind 1 
He steps, from world to world, at once, and leaves 

even thought, behind p9 

Thomson, in his paraphrase,^ seems rather to have 

followed Hill's advice than his practice; only the epithet 

57. Preface to Hill's Creation, p, viii, 

58. Monk, pp. 31ff. 

59. "The CIVth Psalm," in The Works of the Late 
Aaron Hill, Esq., Vol. IV (London: Printed for the Benefit 
of the Family, 1753), 155. 

60. The incident which was the occasion of Thom
son's not pursuing the ministry was the professor of 
divinity at Edinburgh's telling hira that his paraphrase of 
psalm would have to be couched in language better 
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"swift-winged winds" reminds us of Hill's floridness: 

. . .  a  l o f t y  c l o u d ' s  t h y  c a r ,  
Which quick through the ethereal road doth fly 
On swift-winged winds that shake the troubled sky. 

(10-12) 

Thomson U3ed this image from Psalm 10I4. at least four 

times more during his career. In the second edition of 

Winter he inserted at line 192 a passage describing 

"Nature's King," who 

. . .  o n  t h e  W i n g s  o f  t h e  c a r e e r i n g  W i n d  
Walks dreadfully serene. 

In the first edition of the poem Winter was described 

"Striding the gloomy Blast" (113)# and later in the poem 

Thomson refers to the "Whirlwind's Wing" (2i4.6). The last 

appearance of the image is in "A Hymn on the Seasons," which 

was published in the 1730 collected edition of The Seasons. 

I quote several of its surrounding lines; the invocation is 

to the "Almighty Father" (1): 

In Winter dreadful thou I with clouds and storms 
Around thee thrown, tempest o'er tempest rolled, 
Horrible blackness! On the whirlwind's wing. 
Riding sublime, thou bidst the world be low, 
And humblest nature with thy northern blast. 

(16-20) 

Here, in addition to expressing the image simply and effec

tively, Thomson has subordinated it to his purpose; it fits 

into the context of the winter's fierce northern wind, with 

understandable to a congregation, and less poetical. The 
exercise may have been the 10l}.th Psalm. Murdoch's Life, in 
The Works of James Thomson, I, vi-vii. 
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God portrayed as these seasonal manifestations, and the 

seasons, in turn, personified as "the varied God." The five 

occurrences of this line from Psalm 10lj. are among many 

passages in Thomson's poetry which rely on scriptural 

sources or expressions.^ 

For a closer look at how the scriptural influence 

may have affected Thomson's habits of composition and 

revision, let us return to lines 190 and following of the 

first Winter. As they stood before the first revision, they 

did not contain the image from the 10lj.th Psalm. The lines 

describe the calming of a stormy sky at the word of the 

Almighty: 

. . . the Clouds coramixt, 
With Stars, swift-gliding, sweep along the Sky. 
All Nature reels.—But hark! The Almighty speaks: 
Instant, the chidden Storm begins to pant, 
And dies, at once, into a noiseless Calm. 

(190-191*) 

The notion of God's voice chiding a storm into submission 

might have come from a number of places, but it is very 

likely that Thomson thought of Matthew 8:26, if not before, 

at least after he wrote those lines. In that verse Christ, 

after being awakened by his disciples during a storm on the 

Sea of Galilee, "rebuked the winds and the sea; and there 

was a great calm." When Thomson revised Winter (the second 

61. John M. Aden has shown how Thomson used Genesis, 
Matthew, Psalm 39, and Ecclesiastes for parody in The Castle 
of Indolence: "Scriptural Parody in Canto I of The Castle of 
Indolence7"""MLN, 71 (1956), $7k-$77. 
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edition also came out in 1726) he interpolated several 

lines, so that the passage became: 

. . .  t h e  C l o u d s  c o r a m i x t ,  
With Stars, swift-gliding, sweep along the Sky. 
All Nature reels.—Till Nature's KING, who oft 
Amid tempestuous Darkness dwells alone, 
And on the Wings of the careering Wind 
Walks dreadfully serene, commands a Calm: 
And strait Earth, Sea, and Air are hush'd at once. 

I have already suggested a source in Milton for the line 

describing God dwelling alone "Amid tempestuous Darkness," 

but why did Thomson insert the image from Psalm 10I4.? There 

is a connection, through scripture. The section of the 

eighth chapter of Matthew which we looked at describes 

Christ and his disciples on the Sea of Galilee, a boat, and 

a storm. There is another, similar situation in the four

teenth chapter of Matthew, namely that in which Christ walk3 

on the water. Anyone well-versed in the New Testament would 

associate the two incidents, both involving a storm on the 

sea, a boat, Christ and his disciples. But to Thomson the 

startling—and sublime—image of Christ walking on the water 

might well have suggested the equally startling and familiar 

image from the 10lj.th Psalm, in which God walks on the wind. 

In the revised passage when the word is given to the ele

ments, "Earth, Sea, and Air are hush'd at once," while the 

first version did not mention the sea being disturbed— 

indeed, it did not mention the sea at all. The sea in the 

revised passage indicates that these two chapters of Matthew 
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may have been in Thomson* s mind during revision, for the sea 

is disturbed in both of them. 

While this suggestion for the genesis of the lines 

is merely a hypothesis, the lines 

And on the Wings of the careering Wind 
Walks dreadfully serene 

do certainly come from the Psalm, and, just as certainly, 

the image was considered by poets of the period to be a 

particularly striking example of the sublimity of scriptural 

poetry. 

The Sublime Mode: Other Features 

The Miltonic and the scriptural elements of Thom

son's style are not the only ones which conduce to the sub

lime as the early eighteenth century saw it. There are 

weapons from the ancient armory of rhetoric, and features 

characteristic of what we have come to call the "Augustan 

mode," which go into the makeup of the sublime poem. Too 

often the sublime is interpreted purely in a revolutionary 

aspect, as reaction against neoclassicism. But Thomson is 

not some pre-existent Wordsworth who will eventually be 

reborn and write the Prelude when he manages to purify from 

his soul's account the karma of periphrasis, epithet, and 

personification. He embraced eighteenth-century poetic 

resources and used them to make a new poetic statement 

within the old—a novel statement, and one abiding enough to 
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make him among the moat widely read of English poets for 

more than a century, yet with all this not surprising or 

shocking to his contemporaries. Thomson's immediate popu

larity, attested by at least thirty-six separate editions 

and reprints of The Seasons (in whole or in part) during his 

lifetime, was not that of an avant-gardist. This initial 

popularity did not abate, but continued undiminished well 

62 
into the nineteenth century. 

Thomson was popular not only because his poetry was 

good but because it represented no revolutionary departure 

from previous methods. His most innovative technique was a 

representational fidelity for which his century praised him 

especially: 

Objects so vast and magnificent as planets rolling 
with even pace through their orbits, comets rush
ing along their devious track, light springing 
from its unexhausted source, mighty rivers formed 
in their subterranean beds, do not require, or 
even admit, a heightening from the fancy. The 
most faithful pencil here produces the noblest 
pictures; and Thomson, by strictly adhering to 
the character of the poet of nature, has treated 
all these topics with a true sublimity, which a 
writer of less knowledge and accuracy could never 
have attained.°3 

62. "A Check List of Editions of The Seasons," in 
Ralph Cohen's The Art of Discrimination (Berkeley and Los 
Angeles: University of California Press, 196i+), pp. Ij.72-507. 
Cohen warns that the list is not exhaustive. 

63. John Aikin, "An Essay on the plan and Character 
of the Poem," prefixed to The Seasons (London: J. Murray, 
1778)> PP* xv-xvi. Quoted by John Arthos, The Language of 
Natural Description in Eighteenth-Century Poetry, University 
of Michigan Publications: Language and Literature Series, 2l\. 
(Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 19i+9), p. 10. 
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it was the same quality of keeping one's eye on the object 

that Wordsworth was to espouse; Joseph Warton had seen it in 

Thomson earlier: "he painted from nature itself, and from 

his own actual observations: his descriptions have therefore 

a distinctness and truth, which are utterly wanting to those, 

of poets who have only copied from each other, and have 

never looked abroad on the objects themselves."^" Aikin 

finds Thomson's descriptions accurate because the poet does 

not neglect the impressive parts of nature and does not 

embellish them; Warton discusses Thomson's description of 

ordinary nature, rather than of sublime effects. Being true 

to the object includes both kinds of fidelity. Thomson's 

best descriptive effects, for example, are of atmospheric 

phenomena: the storms and fogs which, while a part of 

"everyday" nature, are also sublime objects. 

Many poets have been known for the fidelity of their 

natural descriptions: Lucretius, Wordworth, Robinson 

Jeffers, for instance—but Thomson recalls none of them so 

much as he recalls other early eighteenth-century poets. It 

is the mode of expression given to the description that sets 

the poet in his age or sets him apart from it; where Words

worth invented a poetic language (and called it the language 

of common men) Thomson found one. So often in The Seasons 

6J4.. An Essay on the Writings and Genius of Pope 
(London: M. Cooper, 175^J, I, 42. 
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we are struck by the well observed natural detail expressed 

in a congeries of received diction: 

Hushed in short suspense 
The plumy people streak their wings with oil 
To throw the lucid moisture trickling off, 
And wait the approaching sign to strike at once 
Into the general choir. (Spring, 161^.-168) 

John Arthos, in The Language of Natural Description in 

Eighteenth-Century Poetry, traces the histories of such 

periphrases as "plumy people" and such epithets as "lucid 

moisture."^5 Novelty is not the merit of these phrases or 

of this poet; Thomson's talent was in utilizing the discrim

inating powers inherent in his received language. His 

employment of the poetic vocabulary in epithets and peri

phrases, his similes, personifications, and even the allit

eration in the poem are all instrumental in detemining its 

mode of sublimity. 

A more extended passage shows how the diction may be 

varied: 

The pale descending year, yet pleasing still, 
A gentler mood inspires; for now the leaf 
Incessant rustles from the mournful grove, 
Oft startling such as studious walk below, 
And slowly circles through the waving air. 
But, should a quicker breeze amid the boughs 
Sob, o'er the sky the leafy deluge streams; 
Till, choked and matted with the dreary shower, 
The forest-walks, at every rising gale, 
Roll wide the wither*d waste, and whistle bleak. 

(Autumn, 988-997) 

65. Arthos, pp. 359-361 under Birds in the section 
on periphrasis; pp. 251-253 under Lucid in the section on 
significant words. 



This is a pleasant enough description of a grove unleaving 

in breezes of varied intensity; it is interesting how much 

of Thomson's characteristic method is here. The leaves' 

behaviour in different winds is an example: so much of The 

Seasons looks at natural features under ever varying condi

tions—measures them, so to speak, along varied parameters. 

Thomson continually asks what is distinctive among a spring 

shower, a sudden thunderstorm in summer, and a rain in 

autumn. How does the isolating effect of fog differ from 

that of a snowstorm? Just as characteristic is the trans

ference of emotional reaction between nature and her 

observer (Thomson would have been woefully unsympathetic 

toward those who call the pathetic fallacy either artificial 

or inaccurate): the sky "saddens" with the approach of a 

storm just as an autumn grove will always be "mournful" to 

the "studious" observer walking within it, and showers of 

leaves will be "dreary" under such conditions. As in the 

first lines of Winter, nature inspires moods: here it is a 

"gentler" one which autumn inspires. The season is 

"descending" because of the ecliptic, but the word is apt 

metaphorically as well. Thomson begins by denominating the 

falling leaves in the singular: "for now the leaf/Incessant 

rustles from the mournful grove." It is a kind of synec

doche—really a species of the figure Longinus calls 

polyptoton and discusses in Section 23.2 of the Peri Hupsos. 
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The leaves shortly become "the leafy deluge" and finally the 

"wither'd waste." The periphrasis "wither'd waste" is 

faithful to the appearance of the fallen leaves while noting 

the cease of their function and their present uselessness; 

it also supports the alliteration of the last line which 

suggests the hollow wind. Moreover the change of terms for 

leaves signals their movement and changed perception by the 

walker below. He sees them as individual leaves while they 

slowly rustle from the tree, but as they collect and cascade 

down they are perceived as falling like rain or snow—a 

"dreary shower." Finally, the fallen leaves that clutter 

the forest walks have lost both individuality and useful

ness—they are perceived merely as wrinkled heaps, or 

"wither'd waste." 

The vocabulary, epithets, and periphrases of such a 

passage are part of a stock diction. That is, Thomson's is 

a received diction, but he selects carefully from it and 

uses it in support of his theme, not for its own sake; it is 

a rare passage in his poetry which could be mistaken for 

someone else's writing. A number of his favorite words come 

from traditional sources. Geoffrey Tillotson has noted that 

Virgil contributed liquid, refulgent (Thomson is fond of 

effulgent as well), and gelid to the diction of the time,^6 

66. "Eighteenth-Century Poetic Diction," Essays and 
Studies by Members of the English Association, 25 (19^39)* 7^5. 
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and one cannot turn over many pages of The Seasons without 

finding one of these words. Deluge is another favorite 

word: its first appearance (in the arrangement of The 

Seasons from the first collected edition onward) is in the 

familiar lines versifying Thomas Burnet's theory of the 

Flood (Spring, 309-316). The word is used for sunbeams, a 

"dazzling deluge," at Summer, k35>S and we have quoted the 

"leafy deluge" passage in Autumn. Later in Autumn deluge 

describes moonlight (1098), and in Winter the word is used 

for snowflakes (226). Thomson is extending the use of the 

word, which had, traditionally, a stricter definition: 

Nathan Bailey's dictionary defines deluge as "an inundation 

or overflowing of the earth either in part or the whole by 

water."^7 Many of the words Thomson uses a number of times 

had had their definitions limited by use in scientific 

treatises. Congeal and distil are two examples for which 

67. Bailey's dictionary is item 61|. in the sale 
catalogue of Thomson's books and other effects, A Sale Cata
logue Of all the Genuine Houshold Furniture Plate, China, 
Prints and Drawings, &c. of Mr. James Thomson (Author of 
the Seasons) Deceased piondon: Millar, 1714-93• Chambers"1* 
Cyclopaedia, 2nd, ed. (London: D. Midwinter, 1738) defines 
deluge as "a flood, or inundation of water covering the 
earth, either in whole, or in part." The entry agrees with 
Burnet's theory of the deluge, and then continues: "The same 
theorist adds, that by this catastrophe, the globe of earth 
was not only shook, and broke in a thousand places, but the 
violence of the shock it underwent shifted its situation; so 
that the earth, which before was placed directly under the 
Zodiac, became thenceforth oblique to the same. Whence 
arose the difference of seasons, which the antediluvian 
earth was not exposed to." 
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John Arthos lists a number of scientific writings as illus

trations.^ The listings indicate that these words are not 

part of a stock poetic vocabulary in any exclusive sense. 

Often Thomson is not trying to elaborate stylistically, but 

rather to choose the word which most closely describes the 

phenomenon in terras of the scientific knowledge of his day. 

Josephine Miles, in The Primary Language of Poetry 

in the 17^-Q1 a and iSi+O's, includes some interesting informa

tion about Thomson's word choice. She tabulated a number of 

words used by poets at least ten times per thousand lines of 

their poetry. Her lists, though limited, enable us to see 

part of Thomson's distinctive vocabulary, as well as show 

what kinds of words he refrained from using very extensively 

while other poets were doing so. Predictably, his major 

vocabulary has many substantives from nature: air, day, 

heaven, nature, land, night, sky, world, cloud, country, 

hill, mountain, snow, storm, sun, wind, winter, year. Some 

aspects of the natural scene are not represented in oft-

repeated words: shade, field, and mead, for instance; the 

emphasis is clearly not on peaceful prospects. The human 

reference is shown in words like life, man, mind, and 

thought, while power, death, and flood reveal some of the 

larger emphases. Thomson often modifies with great, deep, 

wide, or wild; he stays away from adjectives like little, 

68. Arthos, pp. 120-122; 137-Hj-O. 
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mild, dear, gentle, soft, sweet, or tender. While his 

fellow poets are mentioning charm, sweets, goddesses, and 

nymphs in their verses, Thomson does not. Surprisingly, he 

uses eternity, eternal, and endless fewer than ten times per 

thousand lines, and the adjective high does not occur often 

enough to be placed on his list.^ What the list means for 

our topic will become clearer if we supplement it with words 

not investigated by Miles but occurring often enough in 

Thomson to warrant our attention: awe, awful, majestic, vast, 

immense, boundless. These are the operative terms of the 

sublime, along with terms more suggestive of emotional 

intensity such as horrid and wondrous. Together with the 

substantives which name the large aspects of nature, the 

adjectives which denote their size and extent, and the verbs 

which describe their motion, these constitute the distinc

tive vocabulary of the sublime. It is found increasingly in 

the poetry of the 17^0's* in the Wartons and Blair and Young, 

but it is Thomson's vocabulary fifteen years before that 

time. 

Epithets in The Seasons also serve its sublime mode. 

Thomson has many adjective-substantive combinations which 

could have come from the Renaissance storehouse of epithets 

69. The Primary Language of Poetry in the 17ll0's 
and 1 Qk.0's, University of California Publications in 
English, Vol. 19, No. 2 (Berkeley and Los Angeles: Univer
sity of California Press, 1950), pp. 17^-182. 
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and periphrases, the Gradus ad Parnassum; radiant sun, 

limpid air, fleecy clouds, rushing wind, babbling brook, 

verdant fields. But Patricia Meyer Spacks insists that 

Thomson's choice of epithets often shows his description to 

be pointed at a larger context than pleasant phraseology. 

She comments on lines 367-38^ of the first version of Sum

mer; in this description of a rural scene with herds and 

shepherd, man is continually "brought into an analogical 

relation with nature.The ox is "laborious," suggesting 

his duties; the shepherd is a "Monarch-Swain": his place is 

at the head of the living hierarchy which surrounds him; the 

guard dog is "watchful," and so on. There are less philo

sophical effects to be seen merely in the coupling of adjec

tives and nouns from the vocabulary of sublimity we have 

discussed: heaven or the sky is described as boundless, 

interminable, all-surrounding; the sun is effulgent, boun

teous, world-reviving; the flood is devouring or roaring; 

the wind is all-involving; rocks are grotesque, wild, and 

abrupt; mountains are vast, sublime (in the usual sense of 

high), dreadful. In this scheme of things the mind of man 

is unfettered or vast and the soul is exalted to solemn 

thoughts. 

70. The Varied God: A Critical Study of Thomson's 
The Seasons, University of California English Studies, 21 
(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 
1959), p. 103. 
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As in other matters of word choice, Thomson fre

quently makes the attempt to be faithful to his object.^ 

Thus he describes the shore as shelving, a field of grain as 

bladed, and the earth after a rain as saturated. He has a 

very high proportion of adjectives to nouns in his poetry, 

and so his choice of epithets i3 both conspicuous and impor

tant to his total effect. We may examine that effect in a 

passage already singled out for comment by another critic. 

It is a section of Autumn describing the migration of birds 

in the northern islands: 

Or, where the Northern Ocean in vast whirls 
Boils round the naked melancholy isles 
Of farthest Thule, and the Atlantic surge 
Pours in among the stormy Hebrides, 
Who can recount what transmigrations there 
Are annual made? what nations come and go? 
And how the living clouds on clouds arise, 
Infinite wings I till all the plume-dark air 
And rude resounding shore are one wild cry? 

(862-870) 

The epithet which particularly impresses is "plume-dark 

air;" there is the echo of Homer in it. Patricia Meyer 

Spacks says it suggests touch as well as sight, and the 

sensual impressions are further extended by the aural 

71. Not everyone loved the Gradus; Joseph Trapp 
didn't (Praelectiones Poeticae, Oxford, T711), and recom
mended epithets fitting according to philosophical truth. 
Arthos, pp. 21-25. 

72. Miles, Primary Language, pp. 169-170. Profes
sor Miles compares Thomson with nineteen other poets writing 
in the 17^0"s; only Somervile exceeds Thomson in the propor
tion of adjectives to nouns. 
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"resounding shore" and the concluding "wild cry.The 

adjectives emphasize the Arctic verge of these "farthest" 

and "Northern" isles; the vocabulary is that we have come 

to expect, in adjectives such as "vast," "melancholy," 

"stormy,11 "infinite," "rude," "wild." The landmarks are 

here too: the ocean—the Atlantic "surge"--the air and the 

"clouds" of birds all in motion—boiling, whirling, and 

pouring. 

Epithets are closely connected with the most easily 

attacked of Augustan poetic devices, the periphrases. Since 

the general practice has been so forcefully defended by 

Geoffrey Tillotson,^ it is only necessary to show how Thom

son could take advantage of some of the unique advantages of 

the periphrasis. At the outset, we may remark that he did 

often call birds birds instead of plumy people; indeed, he 

was often more specific in calling a lark a lark, but he had 

a habit, once he had named the lark, of naming also the 

thrush, wood-lark, blackbird, bullfinch, linnet, jay, rook, 

daw, dove, plover, duck, and so on (Spring, 578-788). But 

these are part of the profusion of the season, and Thomson 

avoids the blame of slighting rook and daw for the more 

poetic lark. After surveying the birds from linnet to 

73» Spacks, Varied God, p. 112. 

7ii. Augustan Poetic Diction (London: Athlone Press, 
19610. 
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eagle, we are forced to agree that one lark does not make 

the spring. The use of periphrasis often serves to point up 

the order and degree within this diversity by using suitable 

modifiers for each order. Spacks defends Thomson's use of 

periphrasis in a passage from the first edition of Winter: 

The Labourer-Ox 
Stands cover'd o'er with Snow, and then demands 
The Fruit of all his Toil. The Fowls of Heaven, 
Tam'd by the cruel Season, croud around 
The winnowing Store, and claim the little Boon, 
That Providence allows. The foodless Wilds 
Pour forth their Brown Inhabitants .... 
And more unpitying Men, the Garden seeks 
Urg'd on by fearless Want. The bleating Kind 
Eye the bleak Heavens, and next, the glistening Earth, 
With Looks of dumb Despair. (228-23l|., 237-2lj.O) 

The passage has, according to Slacks, another purpose 

besides description alone. "The Fowls of Heaven," "brown 

Inhabitants,11 and "bleating Kind" are all periphrastic: 

"Such phrases do not make us see the animals more vividly, 

but do suggest, again, their place in the Great Chain of 

Being, and the fact that they participate with man in that 

cosmic order. The idea of an orderly hierarchy and man's 

relation to it is implicit throughout the passage. 

Examples of the periphrastic expressing the scale of being 

can be multiplied: the passage in Spring describing fishing 

) calls the fish "monarch of the brook" (i+214.) in his 

75. Spacks, Varied God, p. 58. The effect of the 
passage, according to Geoffrey Tillotson, is enhanced 
because the sheep, which are usually the "bleating Kind," 
are here silent in "dumb Despair:" Augustan Studies (London: 
Athlone Press, 1961), p. lj.2. 



own domain, but "speckled captive" (ij.22; revised to 

"speckled infant" in the last edition) or "unresisting 

prize" (ij.1+2) when captured by man. 

Not all of Thomson's periphrases serve this larger 

purpose of showing the order of creation; some merely are 

called for by their poetic context. To return to the sec

tion of Spring which describes the birds (578-788), we note 

that the poet alternates passages in which types of birds 

are named with those in which their behavior is described; 

the periphrases are in the latter sections, but they are 

appropriate. Thus the description of the various songs 

(582-613) calls the birds "coy quiristers" (597); the 

description of mating (6H4.-63O) emphasizes the brilliant 

plumage of the "glossy kind" (617) and when the parent birds 

are teaching their young to fly, the chicks are the "plumy 

burden" (7l\.J) of the air until, having learned, they become 

the "soaring race" (753)* 

Repetition is basic to poetry, and perhaps in the 

absence of rhyme alliteration is the most fundamental form 

of it. Thomson often alliterates, especially on w, j3, f, 

and !L. It is unusual to find so much alliteration in a poet 

of the period—Bysshe discouraged it?^—and Thomson cer

tainly did not take over this trait from Milton, who 

76. Edward Bysshe, The Art of English Poetry 
(London: S. Buckley, 1708), I, 10. 



66 

alliterates sparingly. Other forms of repetition within the 

line or the short passage create some subtle effects, some

times letting a phrase reverberate to gain greater pathos, 

as in the passage describing the man lost in a snowstorm: 

Stung with the thoughts of home: the thoughts of home 
Rush on his nerves, and call their vigour forth 
In many a vain attempt. (Winter, 286-288) 

A passage in Autumn describes the plight of man without 

industry: a prey to rude "inclement elements," the "sad 

barbarian" roved, 

For home he had not: home is the resort 
Of love, of joy, of peace and plenty, where, 
Supporting and supported, polished friends 
And dear relations mingle into bliss. 

(65-68) 

Describing an overnight freeze in Winter, Thomson repeats 

the phrase "from pole to pole" to reiterate its wide extent; 

he combines repetition of a word with alliteration in "Past, 

fast they plunge amid the flashing wave,/And, panting, 

labour to the farther shore" (Summer, 382-383). Anaphora is 

a frequent figure in his lines (Autumn, 1239-1253; Winter, 

327-3U-5* are examples). 

Thomson draws his similes from the natural world. 

He calls Virgil "fair, mild, and strong" as the sun (Winter 

531); Spenser is compared to a river (Summer 1$7ij.) and 

Milton to chaos, the bloom of Eden, and heaven (Summer 

1570-1571). Lavinia's eyes shine "like the dewy star/Of 

evening" (Autumn 200-201) and Musidora is compared to a fawn 



(Summer 1320). Often both terms of the comparison will be 

from nature, as when stags or wolves are compared to wind 

(Autumn 14-33; Winter 397) or mountains to clouds (Spring 961), 

but I know of only two places where the usual form of his 

similes is reversed and an occurrence of nature is compared 

to the behavior of men: in Spring the care of nesting birds 

is compared to attentive human parents at lines 680-686 and 

insects swarming are compared to "luxurious men" at lines 

3^2-351* But the usual direction of reference in similes 

keeps human affairs in the larger context of nature; if 

order is not emphasized by the device, at least the scope is 

prevented from narrowing and the reader is encouraged to 

maintain a perspective. 

The metaphors, like the comparisons, use natural 

terns for human reference; Agamemnon, for instance, thus 

describes the happiness of his early married life with 

Clytemnestra: 

There was a time ... 
When joined to vernal life, the spring of iove 
Around us gayly blow'd, and heaven and earth, 
All smiling nature look'd delighted on. 

(Agamemnon. II, ii, 101, 103-105) 

The hackneyed metaphor of the path of virtue allows Thomson 

to insert some sublime landscape: 

Nothing so easy as in speculation, 
And at a distance seen the course of honour, 
A fair delightful champain strew'd with flowers. 
But when the practice comes; when our fond passions, 
Pleasure, and pride, and self-indulgence, throw 
Their magic dust around, the prospect roughens: 
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Then dreadful passes, craggy mountains rise, 
Cliffs to be scal'd, and torrents to be stem'd. 

(Tancred and Sigismunda, I, iv, 154-161) 

Personification forms the whole substructure of 

Thomson's method in The Seasons, He personifies nature, 

times of the year and times of the day, mountains, forests, 

rivers, clouds, the sun, the moon; all are members of the 

scheme of nature, which is a vicar of its creator, while the 

ultimate personification identifies the disparate manifesta

tions with God himself—the "varied God." When personifica

tion supports this larger theme its artifice is hidden in 

the order and unity it effects. But since it is a mode of 

thinking rather than merely a figure Thomson employs, it 

occasionally results in set pieces like the lines on the 

passions at Spring, 278-296: an ode on the passions, though 

not really separable from its context of deploring the 

degeneracy of modem man. For Thomson's contemporaries 

personification could embody the passion and enthusiasm 

which were usually associated with the sublime. Oliver 

Sigworth's William Collins (New York: Twayne, 1965) cites 

Robert Dodsley, Henry Pemberton, and Joseph Spence on the 

identification of sublimity with the highest forms of per

sonification (pp. 75-76). The classic modern defense of the 

figure is Bertrand Bronson's "Personification Reconsidered," 

ELH, 1^ (19V?), 163-177. 
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Ralph Cohen reconciles one of the characteristic 

movements of Thomson's poetry—from particular detail to 

philosophical statement—with the practice of others writing 

in the "Augustan Mode": Pope, Swift, and Dyer. 

Thomson uses spatial imagery of process and change, 
governed by verbs and verbals to imply transforma
tion, the isolated details of which lead to a 
general statement, here of renewal or newness. 
(The example is from the ode To the Memory of Sir 
Isaac Newton (1727Q• This prospect view leading 
to a harmony of apparent or actual unity reflects 
the Augustan principle of a spatial world 
observed through successive details, the embracing 
unity of which is a form of spatial blending, that 
is, one detail fitting next to another like colors 
in a rainbow. And this blending leads to a momen
tary insight that gives the sense of a harmony, 
normally limited by the fragments from which a 
whole must be inferred.77 

The extension of this feature to other poetry is an attrac

tive generalization, and Cohen makes a convincing example of 

lines 23-36 of Windsor Forest. The weakness of the argument 

comes in Cohen's insistence that this feature is shared by 

satiric poems as well as Georgic-descriptive ones. But the 

question whether this kind of movement is common to other 

poems is not relevant to an examination of Thomson's sublime 

style, and we are not denying common poetic resources and 

attitudes. Cohen makes the valuable points that this sort 

of poem moves from details and spatial imagery outward, 

"implying a world locatable in Newtonian successive space 

77» "The Augustan Mode in English Poetry," 
Eighteenth-Century Studies. 1 (1967), 13. 
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and time, leading ... to an infinity beyond man's compre

hension, 11 which yet leads him to attempt that comprehension, 

and that, in composition, such a poem grows "by accretion 

with revisions as additions, implying a view of knowledge as 
7o 

extended and detailed observation and experience."' This 

view of extension by accumulation of detail agrees with the 

knowledge we have of the composition of Winter?^ a3 well as 

the successive revisions of The Seasons. The result, a 

richness and profusion, may have been part of the "majestic 

freedom of an Eastern writer" which Patrick Murdoch so 

admired in Thomson, but not everyone agreed that the cumula

tive detail was a happy result. Johnson said that Thomson's 

fault as a writer was "such a cloud of words sometimes, that 

the sense can hardly peep through," and he tested his notion 

on a man who had written approvingly of Thomson's style: 

"Shiels, who compiled 'Cibber's Lives of the Poets,1 was one 

day sitting with me. I took down Thomson, and read aloud a 

large portion of him, and then asked—Is not this fine? 

Shiels having expressed the highest admiration. Well, Sir, 

ftn 
(said I,) I have omitted every other line." The anecdote 

tells more about Shiels than it does about Thomson, but 

78. Cohen," "Augustan Mode," p. 31. 

79. Winter was written in pieces which Thomson put 
together to form the poem. Grant, pp. ij.6-ij.8. 

80. Life of Johnson, ed. G. B. Hill and rev. L. P. 
Powell (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 193^), III, 37* 
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there was material for a critical debate here. Lyttelton, 

Thomson's friend and "corrector," had Pope say in one of his 

Dialogues of the Dead that "Moderation is a cold unpoetical 

Virtue,"®^ but what Pope actually did say to Spence was that 

it is "a great fault, in descriptive poetry, to describe 
Qq 

everything," and that was the trouble with The Seasons. 

But we can argue the effectiveness of the profusion in Thom

son from specific passages, as in the extended passage 

describing birds in Spring; the exuberance of the season 

warrants it. Ralph Cohen defends the catalogue of flowers 

(Spring, 518-555) in the same way, saying that it "creates 

that sense of emergent power or fullness in nature which 

Thomson achieves through the use of Latinate terms in other 

contexts."®^ It is the "endless bloom" (555) of Nature 

which is being represented in these lines. 

Thomson has been charged with obscurity in his 

method, and the accusation leads to a knotty problem of 

eighteenth-century aesthetics. Simplicity was considered an 

attribute of sublimity from Boileau onward, but obscurity 

81. Dialogues of the Dead (London: W. Sandby, 1760), 
p. 113. 

82. Joseph Spence, Anecdotes, Observations and 
Characters of Books and Men (London: Centaur Press, 196ij-), 
pi 101 and note. 

83. "Thomson's Poetry of Etoace and Time," Studies 
in Criticism and Aesthetics. 1660-1600: Essays in Honor of 
Samuel Holt Monk (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 19&7)» p. 181. 
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was too: it is implied in Gildon's Vindication of Paradise 

Lost and explicit in Burke's later praise of "vagueness" as 

well as Lowth's commendation of some aspects of Hebrew 

poetry.®^- Are the two attributes not contradictory? Ray

mond Havens stiggests that Thomson fell into obscurity as a 

result of trying to avoid the kind of simplicity that was 

disapproved of—"rusticity."®^ Thomson advocated simplicity, 

as a public posture at least, in the Prologue to his Tancred 

and Sigismunda: 

Your taste rejects the glittering false sublime, 
To sigh in metaphor, and die in rhime. 
High rant is tumbled from his gallery throne: 
Description, dreams—nay similes are gone. 

Thrice happy[ could we catch great Shakespeare's 
art, 

To trace the deep recesses of the heart; 
His simple plain sublime, to which is given 
To strike the soul with darted flame from heaven. 

(Prologue, 15-18* 21-21j.) 

Obscurity has at least two different senses as it is 

U3ed in criticism of the period. Ralph Cohen demonstrated 

that part of the charge of obscurity comes from a misunder

standing of Thomson's lines: a late eighteenth-century 

8ij.. Gildon, Spingarn, III, 198; Freimarck discusses 
Lowth's views on obscurity in scripture in "The Bible and 
Neoclassical Views of Style,"p. 520. 

85. "Simplicity: A Changing Concept," JHI, II4. 
(1953), 19-20. Certainly Thomson did avoid "rusticity" well 
enough to have Pope praise his poetry for its "elegance," in 
the "Testimonies" to the Dunciad Variorum; see The Poems of 
Alexander Pope, ed. John Butt INew Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1963), p. 335. 



paraphraser of the "Hymn on the Seasons" simply misreads it, 

86 
for instance. The possibility of such a misunderstanding 

means there is syntactical complex!ty, and Havens suggests 

that when critics spoke of obscurity, they may have meant 

intricacy or complexity.It would be futile to argue that 

one of the charms of Thomson's poetry is its simplicity in 

this sense. The Seasons is a tremendously complex poem, 

containing as it does description, narration (in its inter

polated "tales"), philosophic musing often rising to 

rapturous praise of universal harmony, panegyric both per

sonal and national, even homily in the occasional sermons 

against hunting or the admonitions to the "gay licentious 

proud" (Winter, 322-358)* All of this is couched in blank 

verse with frequent inversions, enjambment, substitution of 

adjectives for adverbs and nouns for adjectives, and with 

the einployment of the various rhetorical devices described 

above. 

The other sense of obscurity is the purposeful 

vagueness later commended by Burke and already used by 

Milton--perhaps by all great poets. Thomson deliberately 

leaves details of some of his descriptions vague. An 

aesthetic defense of this practice would not have been 

needed in the eighteenth century, but if it is necessary now 

86. The Art of Discrimination, pp. 

87. Havens, "Simplicity," p. 21. 
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it may be observed that, first, the process of selecting 

details for a poetic description logically demands exclusion 

as well; exhaustiveness is neither possible nor desirable. 

Second, the scenes which Thomson describes often seem to 

call for such treatment; the landscape itself is "shrouded" 

or "obscured" by various atmospheric or seasonal phenomena 

such as fog, snow, falling leaves, mist, darkness, or simply 

distance. Such scenes as the gathering fog in Autumn (711-

735)» the snowstorm in Winter (269-321), and the darkness of 

a summer or autumn night (Summer 1687-1693; Autumn 1138-

1l6ij.) are notable not merely because of obscuring of visual 

features, but because of the emphasis Thomson puts on the 

disappearance of landmarks needed for finding direction and 

assessing size. Such passages evoke the fear of being lost 

and the awesomeness of phenomena which baffle the senses, 

causing valleys to appear mountains, mountains to "sink," 

woods, villages, and streams to be confounded, and all of 

heaven and earth to be "sunk in the quenching gloom.11 The 

evocation of such awe and dread is a distinguishing feature 

of a successful poem in the sublime mode. 

When at work in the poem, the features of Thomson's 

style give the verse a texture which supports and extends 

the lexical component of the lines. The figures, the vocab

ulary, and the transcendent philosophical attitude combine 

to produce the sort of poetry Josephine Miles describes in 
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her definition of the sublime poems 

How may the sublime poem be distinguished? First 
of all, by its cumulative phrasal sentence struc
ture, its piling up of nouns and epithets, 
participles and compounds, with a very minimum of 
clausal subordination and active verbs. Second, 
by its vocabulary of cosmic passion and sense 
impression. Third, by its internal rather than 
external patterning of sound, the interior tonal 
shadings and onomatopoeias of its unrhymed verse. 
In combination, these three major traits make for 
an exceptionally panoramic and panegyric verse, 
emotional, pictorial, noble, universal, and tonal, 
rising to the height of heaven and of feeling in 
the style traditionally known as grand or sub
lime.58 

If we add the literary influences which were important to 

the development of the sublime poem and do not fail to take 

account of Augustan poetic resources serving the new mode, 

we have a fairly complete profile of the style of the sub

lime poem. There is no better passage to illustrate it than 

the opening lines of the first edition of Winter: 

See I Winter comes, to rule the varied Year, 
Sullen, and sad; with all his rising Train, 
Vapours, and Clouds, and Storms: Be these my Theme, 
These, that exalt the Soul to solemn Thought, 
And heavenly musing. Welcome, kindred Glooms I 
Wish'd, wint'ry, Horrors, hail!—With frequent Foot, 
Pleas'd, have I, in my cheerful Morn of Life, 
When, nurs'd by careless Solitude, I liv'd, 
And sung of Nature with unceasing Joy, 
Pleas'd, have I wander'd thro1 your rough Domains; 
Trod the pure, virgin, Snows, myself as pure: 
Heard the Winds roar, and the big Torrent burst: 
Or seen the deep, fermenting, Tempest brew'd, 
In the red, evening, Sky.—Thus pass'd the Time, 
Till, thro1 the opening Chambers of the South, 

88. Eras and Modes in English Poetry (Los Angeles 
and Berkeley: University of California Press, 1957), 
PP. 56-57. 
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Look'd out the joyous Spring, look'd out, and 
smil1d. 

Thee too, Inspirer of the toiling Swain t 
Fair Autumn, yellow-rob1dt I'll sing of thee, 
Of thy last, temper'd, Days, and sunny Calms; 
When all the golden Ho tars are on the Wing, 
Attending thy Retreat, and round thy Wain, 
Slow-rolling, onward to the Southern Sky. 

(1-22) 

Thomson exhorts us first to see, but his preoccupation, as 

Patricia Meyer Spacks notes of other passages beginning with 

this exhortation, is "with emotional and intellectual sig

nificance rather than mere appearance."®9 Here the prospect 

is wide: we are presented with three different seasons in 

twenty lines, and the emphasis is on their orderly progres

sion. The sense of time is strong as the "last, temper'd 

Days" of Autumn give way in their retreat, grudgingly, 

"slow-rolling," with their "golden Hours on the Wing," to 

the approach of Winter. The poet is brought in while in his 

"Morn of Life," but he watches the tempest brewing in the 

"evening" sky—preserving a diurnal balance. Spring arrives. 

The seasons are all personified (the smiling Spring relieves 

the "sullen and sad" Winter) as are Winter's aspects in his 

"Train," and the solitude which nursed the poet. Just as we 

are addressed and brought into the poem with the first word, 

so the poet makes us familiar with his own experiences, then 

addresses nature as well ("your rough Domains"); the tone is 

89. "James Thomson: The Dominance of Meaning," 
Chapter II in The Poetry of Vision (Cambridge, Massachusetts: 
Harvard University Press, 19£>7)» P* 19. 
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personal, and we are all assembled for this spectacle of the 

"varied Year" being telescoped before us. The spectacle has 

familiar marks of sublime landscape and weather: vapours, 

clouds, stonus and tempests, sky, snows, winds, torrents. 

The poet is not ignoring the frightening aspects, the 

"Glooms" and "Horrors;" he welcomes them (with a line from 

Milton), and not because Spring will soon follow (with her 

approach signalled in a line from Job), but because these 

aspects of nature exalt the soul to muse on heaven—on the 

creative force behind all of these manifestations. Repeti

tion highlights effects: the formulaic alliteration of 

"sullen and sad," the repetition of "look'd out" in line 16, 

and the anaphora of lines 7 and 10. The adjectives are com

pounded as in "sullen and sad" or piled up: "wish'd wint'ry 

Horrors," "pure, virgin, Slow," "red, evening, Sky." Though 

the passage is not predominantly visual it is full of light, 

shade, and color: the sunny calms of Autumn give way to the 

glooms of approaching Winter; the white of the snow (the 

simile of the poet comparing himself in purity to the virgin 

snows is almost hidden), red, yellow, golden. Though 

nature's mild aspects are here in the last eight lines, the 

vocabulary primarily describes the boundlessness and power 

of the whole vision: adjectives such as deep and unceasing, 

verbs such as roar and burst. Most of the nouns are 



modified, and most of the modifiers are emotional or have 

emotional overtones.^ 

Thomson's contribution to the sublime poem is summed 

up by Josephine Miles: "the fidelity of descriptive image, 

the vocabulary of nature and emotion, the smooth cumulative 

sound and structure of the verse."^ One must add the 

theodicean tendency which determines a characteristic move

ment of the verse, and the stylistic strains that meet in 

Thomson's poetry. Milton, scriptural verse, and the poetry 

of his own time were all sources from which Thomson drew 

strength. 

Thomson modeled his style upon the poet considered 

the greatest English exemplar of sublimity and upon scrip

tural verse which the century found sublime even in a poor 

translation. Prom contemporary poetry he selected devices 

which had the sanction of Longinus or which he could expect 

his readers to receive as ways of exalting his style and 

making it suitable for sublime subject matter. The care 

taken with his manner argues a special respect for his sub

ject, a conviotion that it deserved the loftiest rhetorical 

treatment he could muster. His style is a deliberate attempt 

90. See Josephine Miles' discussion of the first 
fourteen lines of the last version of Winter, Primary Lan
guage t p. 219. There, however, grim replaces red (1I4.J and 
cogenial replaces wint'ry (6). 

91. Miles, Eras and Modes, p. 61. 
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to meet the exalted aspects of his subject with a suitable 

treatment, and insofar as he succeeded at this goal we must 

give him credit for creating the sublime mode rather than 

merely contributing to it. The next two chapters will 

examine Thomson's subjects and their claims for sublimity in 

the view of the poet and his contemporaries. 



CHAPTER 3 

THE NATURAL SUBLIME 

The rhetoric and vocabulary of the sublime provided 

the vehicle for Thomson's two great subjects, the natural 

world and political liberty. This chapter deals with the 

first of these subjects. 

Thomson treats the natural world with emphasis on 

its boundlessness (a major desideratum of sublimity) and 

constructs an apologetic for nature which shows how God is 

shadowed forth in his creation. Nature thus becomes a sub

lime subject because it is a sacred subject. The beauty of 

nature points to a beneficent creator, and though some 

aspects of nature are not beautiful but rather frightening 

and seemingly arbitrary, such aspects can be "justified" by 

their very impress!veness, which points to an omnipotent 

creator. Some of these aspects of nature can be defended 

scientifically by revealing their usefulness, or aestheti

cally by appealing to a principle of variety and necessary 

contrast. The Seasons contains all of these arguments, and 

in addition, the ancient argument for a creator from the 

design, intricacy, and harmony of the universe. The poem 

also contains unresolved elements, and these emphasize not 

80 
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the beauty, usefulness, or harmony of nature, but her some

times inexplicable terror. 

Addison had early commented on the quality in nature 

which the century was to find so conducive to sublimity: 

contrasting the works of art and nature, he says that while 

those of art may be beautiful, they do not have "that Vast-

ness and Immensity, which afford so great an Entertainment 

to the Mind of the Beholder." Nature is "August and Magnif

icent in the Design," and in her wide fields "the Sight 

wanders up and down without Confinement, and is fed with an 

infinite variety of Images, without any certain Stint or 
A 

Number." 

Boundlessness is the major desideratum of the sub

lime, and Thomson never neglects it in his nature poetry. 

Marjorie Hope Nicolson comments on his "majestic scale"; 

The Muse refuses to be bounded by England. Mere 
passing mention of a river stirs her to flight 
over the 'prolific streams' of 'vast regions near 
the rising sun' where flow 'Indus, Ganges, and 
Hydaspes,' then to another distant continent 
where, •swelled by a thousand streams ... huge 
descends the mighty Orellana.' From such 'dread 
expanses' as the 'sea-like Plata,' excursive 
Fancy speeds on 'where the Northern Ocean in vast 
whirls' boils around 'the naked melancholy isles 

Spectator No. 14.1 Frederick Staver found the 
earliest application of the adjective sublime to nature in a 
letter of Elizabeth Montagu written in 17^+2; "'Sublime' as 
Applied to Nature," Modern Language Notes, 70 (1955)» 
IjB?. But Pope had used the phrase "sublime of nature" in 
the Peri Bathos, published in 1728 (p. 16), and of course 
Dennis' lists of subjects which he considered to be condu
cive to sublimity included natural phenomena. 
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of farthest Thule,' until she has circumnavigated 
the globe, with its 'mighty continents out-stretch'd 
immense.1 The climates of the far-off lands are as 
extreme as their canvases are extensive. 'On the 
Northern blast, Bleak horrors rise . . • dire Winter 
rules ... and rides in whirlwinds.' Above the 
equator 'still Horror reigns,1 even at the height of 
noon, when 'incessant vapors roll' and clouds are 
•whirl'd tempestuous by the gusty wind.' In the 
burning zones of the equator, on the frozen ice 
fields of the north, in all the distant regions of 
earth still accessible only to Fancy, the Muse dis
covers 'unbounded wilds . . . plains immense ... 
forests huge ... vast embowering shades. ... 2  

Great are the scenes with dreadful beauty crowned.' 

The scope of The Seasons is limitless: its survey is not of 

a particular year but of an endlessly returning circuit, and 

it ranges the temperate zones as well as visiting the 

northern and equatorial regions. The cosmic always modifies 

the mundane scenes and there is a shifting view from the 

microcosm of man outward through the social, habitable 

spheres to the macrocosm. Moreover, the poet included 

"Objects so vast and magnificent as planets rolling with 

even pace through their orbits, comets rushing along their 

devious track, light springing from its unexhausted source, 

mighty rivers formed in their subterranean beds."^ The 

details of The Seasons are often minute and local—we are 

2. Mountain Gloom and Mountain Glory; The Develop
ment of the Xesthetics of the Infinite (Ithaca, New York: 
Cornell University Press, PP* 332-333. 

3. John Aikin, "An Essay on the plan and Character 
of the Poem," prefixed to The Seasons (London: J. Murray, 
1778), p. xv. 
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likely to think of trees, fields, and birds—but the picture 

is built up of the great forces which are responsible fop 

seasonal variation itself: the passage describing Burnet's 

theory of the deluge, or this from the beginning of Summer: 

With what an awful world-revolving power 
Were first the unwieldy planets launched along 
The illimitable voidt—thus to remain, 
.Amid the flux of many thousand years 
That oft has swept the toiling race of men, 
And all their laboured monuments away, 
Plrm, unremitting, matchless in their course; 
To the kind-tempered change of night and day, 
And of the seasons ever stealing round, 
Minutely faithful: such the all-perfect Hand 
That poised, impels, and rules the steady whole! 

(Summer, 32-1|2) 

This passage illustrates the sort of poetic conception, as 

distinguished from style, which eighteenth-century critics 

praised as sublime. Typically, it involves images of vast 

power or vast size, or both. Leonard Welsted, for example, 

in choosing passages of Milton which rival Homer in their 

sublimity, takes many of his selections from the war of the 

angels in heaven, where all heaven or all hell resounds with 

the noise of conflict, or the "Empyrean" shakes while whole 

mountains are flung, and so on.^" 

Thomson does not, however, achieve sublimity in the 

eye of his age merely by inserting scenes which call to mind 

the boundless spaces of the universe and the enormous power 

4. "Remarks on Dionysius Longinus," in The Works of 
Dionysius Longinus (London: Sam. Briscoe, 1712), pp. 151-156. 



which finds expression in natural laws. He is constructing 

an apologetic for nature, partly by imbuing his poem about 

nature with a style which had already been identified with 

the sublime, and partly by showing all the parts of nature 

which Dennis had described as the stuff of the highest 

poetry. His intention, declared in the Preface to the 

second edition of Winter, is "to please, instruct, surprise, 

and astonish," a combination of the traditional, Horatian 

dicta with a new sensibility to the overwhelming, sometimes 

frightening aspects of the natural world which had been 

excluded from previous poetry by a too-nice process of 

selection. He asserts the power of nature "to awake the 

poetical enthusiasm, the philosophical reflection, and the 

moral sentiment,11 and joins Virgil in hoping that the Muses 

will 

the starry tracts disclose, 
The sun's distress, the labours of the moon: 
Whence the earth quakes: and by what force the deeps 
Heave at the rocks, then on themselves reflow: 
Why winter-suns to plunge in ocean speed: 
And what retards the lazy suiumer-night.5 

What governs Thomson's view of nature from the 

writing of Winter in 1726 until the publication of the com

pleted Seasons, with the "Hymn" added, i3 the theme of the 

nineteenth Psalm: "The heavens declare the glory of God: and 

5. James Thomson: Poetical Works ed. Robertson 
(London: Oxford University Press, 190ti), pp. 2l|.0-2lj.1. 



the firmament showeth his handiwork." The theme is with him 

from the time of his paraphrase of Shaftesbury and continues 

throughout revisions of The Seasons until Mk.6, though it is 

modified in these later revisions by an increasing concern 

with man—not a new concern, for it is there in the first 

Winter, but an increasing one as Thomson grows older and 

deals, in Liberty and in his plays, with the subject of 

political liberty.^1 The impulse of this theme is reli

gious— the religion of nature—but the emphasis is on nature 

rather than religion. Nature exalts the mind to thoughts of 

its creator. This is the effect of the sublime as it was 

outlined by Dennis, and it fits in with later associational 

theories as well: anything that is great in power or size 

forces the mind to expand its thought to encompass it. 

Though the attempt fails, the experience is one of exalta

tion and pleasure. And the mind, in this extension, asso

ciates great power with infinite power and vastness with 

infinite space. There is the suggestion, as we shall see, 

of the doctrine of nature's eternal existence and the coex

istence of God with nature in a material sense. It is not 

6. I am not ignoring the danger of ascribing the
matic unity to The Seasons, described by Ralph Cohen in The 
Art of Discrimination (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University 
of California Press, 196I4.), pp. 127-128. I am asserting 
that Thomson's direct statements about nature support his 
theme, however much his inclusions of disastrous natural 
phenomena—with which I deal later in this chapter—may 
gainsay that unifying theme. 



pantheism, but it approaches it more closely than Thomson 

himself may have been aware. This worid-view begins from 

the effect nature exerts on the musing, philosophic mind. 

It is strengthened by the physicotheological writings of 

Thomson's contemporaries and predecessors (whose importance 

in his work I am not questioning), but it comes about 

because of the way Thomson thinks about poetry and about 

nature as a subject for poetry. It is the Psalms and Milton 

and Hill and Blackraore who influence the movement of Thom

son's poetry, however much of Burnet or Ray or Derham may be 

found in his lines. The only thing that is new in all this 

is the fervor with which Thomson describes aspects of nature 

which had been previously considered ugly or destructive, 

and how he shows that they too exalt the mind even as the 

beautiful or useful parts of man's surroundings do. 

At its simplest, Thomson's view of the world is 

likely to deny the evidence of calamity and evil by stress

ing the limits of man's purview. More piety infuses this 

argument in Thomson than when we find it in the first 

epistle of the Essay on Man; 

Let no presuming impious railer tax 
Creative Wisdom, as if aught was formed 
In vain, or not for admirable ends. 
Shall little haughty Ignorance pronounce 
His works unwise, of which the smallest part 
Exceeds the narrow vision of her mind? 
As if upon a full-proportioned dome, 
On swelling columns heaved, the pride of art * 
A critic fly, whose feeble ray scarce spreads 
An inch around, with blind presumption bold 
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Should dare to tax the structure of the whole. 
And lives the man whose universal eye 
Has swept at once the unbounded scheme of things, 
Marked their dependence so and fim accord, 
As with unfaltering accent to conclude 
That this availeth nought? Has any seen 
The mighty chain of beings, lessening down 
Prom infinite perfection to the brink 
Of dreary nothing, desolate abysst 
Prom which astonished thought recoiling turns? 
Till then, alone let zealous praise ascend 
And hymns of holy wonder to that Power 
Whose wisdom shines as lovely on our minds 
As on our smiling eyes his servant-sun. 

(Summer, 318-3^1) 

The disgust which man's presumption engenders in Thomson 

dictates the metaphors of vermin with which he belittles his 

targets: here it is the "critic fly,11 and in the lines fol

lowing, insects represent vain, licentious man. The related 

metaphors show kinship in the objects, alike in their short

sightedness: either man refuses to see the whole natural 

order, or he ignores the sufferings of other men—self-love 

and social are not the same. Pope uses the insect metaphor 

for his portrait of Sporus in the Epistle to Arbuthnot,? and 

the first epistle of the Essay on Man owes some thoughts to 

the more harmonizing moods of Thomson. 

7. Thomson gets his "critic fly" from Berkeley in 
Guardian No. 70. See McKillop, The Background of Thomson's 
Seasons (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1 yi+2), 
p. 53. Pope may have borrowed from Thomson or directly from 
the Guardian in the Spbrus passage and perhaps also in these 
lines from the Essay on Man: 

Why has not Man a microscopic eye? 
For this plain reason, Man is not a Ply. 
Say what the U3e, were finer optics giv'n, 
T1 inspect a mite, not comprehend the heav'n? 

(I, 193-196) 
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He is not always optimistic. His very dedication to 

sublimity creates the difficulties he has in resolving all 

of his material into the "structure of the whole." The sub

lime objects in nature are those which most make us question 

providence and benevolent control. Though rugged mountains, 

fierce atoms, and the destruction wrought by lightning or 

Arctic cold make powerful and affecting poetic subjects in 

the sublime mode, these are precisely the parts of nature 

most unsettling to the complacent assumptions of an orthodox 

theodicy. There is not always a real resolution of these 

elements, and what Ralph Cohen has called the "experimental 

and exploratory" nature of the poem includes attempts at 

resolution not always rational in kind; that is, while there 

is a dialectic of physico-theology, there are also rapturous 

paeans to nature and, in addition, appeals to the aesthetic 

response of the reader, who must try to be sensible of the 

force that the sublime could be expected to exert on the 

poet's contemporaries. 

The appeal to the force of the sublime pervades most 

of Thomson's very elaborate apologetic for nature, which 

also has a continual reference to the creating force behind 

nature--a benevolent, beauty-producing force of great power 

which sustains a cosmos of fantastic intricacy. Though The 

Seasons is not a metaphysical system, some of its ideas can 

be presented systematically, and among these are the props 
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for Thomson's belief that Nature is fit subject matter for 

great poetry. Dennis had demonstrated—with Longinus1 

help--that great poetry needed a religious subject. Thomson 

could show that nature and the seasons are but "the varied 

God." Rationally and aesthetically—through the concept of 

the sublime—the subjects are seen to be identical, through 

a series of poetic statements: 

1. Nature is beautiful, and the beauty of the natural 

world points strongly to a benevolent power behind 

it. Thomson follows the growing complexity of 

aesthetic discrimination in the century by distin

guishing the beauty of the natural world from its 

sublime aspects. This contrast enlivens much of the 

poem, for Thomson can change a beautiful and serene 

prospect to a sublime one by varying the atmospheric 
Q 

effects which are his poetic forte. 

2. Those aspects of nature which are not beautiful, but 

rather frightening, awe-inspiring, or seemingly 

destructive, can be justified in several ways: 

8. Cohen notes how Thomson not only distinguishes 
between storms of different seasons, but discriminates among 
seasonal storms by their frequency (in Winter three storms 
rapidly follow each other beginning at 72, T!?3» and 223) and 
intensity. Elsewhere they are distinguished by their speed 
in building up or their duration. Ralph Cohen, "Thomson's 
Poetry of Space and Time," in Studies in Criticism and 
Aesthetics, 1600-1800: Essays In Honor of Samuel Kolt Monk 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1967), p. 155. 



a. The vastness, either of size or power, mani

fested in mountains, storms, etc.t is a direct 

reminder of the infinitude and omnipotence of 

God (and therefore of our finitude and limita

tions ). 

b. Variety is a necessary adjunct of beauty, fur

nishing contrast. Just as the cyclical comple

tion of the year needs the austere season of 

winter for its wholeness, so mountains relieve 

level prospects and storms freshen the atmos

phere for pleasant weather. 

c. The rougher aspects of nature can be justified 

the way the "explainers" do it; that is, frost 

and storms renew and fertilize the soil; moun

tains are necessary because they give rise to 

rivers, restrain the seas, and furnish a habitat 

for creatures which fill out the Chain of Being, 

etc. 

The order and harmony of the natural world point to 

an all-wise creator. Thomson, following John Ray 

and other physicotheologists, is fascinated with the 

intricacy of nature's pattern, and his enthusiasm 

for this intricacy rejuvenates the ancient argument 

from design. 
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The scientific interests which Thomson found so con

genial infuse each of these points. For him Newton's dis

coveries made the rainbow more beautiful ("Here, awful 

Newton, the dissolving clouds/Form, fronting on the sun, thy 

showery prism," Spring, 208-209) and light more sublime.^ 

He speculated about the origin of storas, the nature of 

frost, the rise of rivers, and the new advances in micro

scopic technique which enabled the curious to see even more 

of the intricate pattern of creation, displaying the order 

of its smallest details. 

Finally, however, there are things in the poem which 

Thomson does not succeed in resolving into the harmonious 

ordered structure of the whole. McKillop suggests that 

these episodes are "allowed to stand in loose aesthetic con

trast" to sections in which a resolution is attempted.^ j 

think they represent a deeper philosophic problem—something 

which critics of Thomson's accommodation and malleability 

will not grant he might have—as well as the aesthetic prob

lem already mentioned: the poem, by aiming at sublimity, 

9. Marjorie Hope Nicolson explains Thomson's dis
tinction between the beauty of color and the sublimity of 
light in Newton Demands the Muse: Newton's Opticks and the 
Eighteenth Century Poets (Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 
19^-6)# pp. 109-1llj.. The distinction is observed most 
noticeably in the contrast between Spring, with its pro
fusion of color, and Summer, with its intensities of heat 
and light. 

10. Background of Thomson's Seasons, p. 5l|.. 
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must bring forward those very objects and occurrences most 

difficult to resolve into a benevolent world-order. But the 

opening of The Seasons does introduce a prospect of order: 

the beauty of Spring. 

"The Smiling God": The Beauty of Nature 

"The smiling God" is an appelation Thomson reserves 

for nature in her beauteous aspects, "While every gale is 

peace, and every grove/Is melody" (Spring, 873-87^). It is 

in Spring especially that the beauty of the world, expressed 

through the activity of birds and other creatures, prompts 

the sort of poetic outburst which takes Thomson back to God: 

What is this mighty breath, ye curious, say, 
That in a powerful language, felt, not heard, 
Instructs the fowls of heaven, and through their 

breast 
These arts of love diffuses? What, but God? 
Inspiring God! who, boundless spirit all 
And unremitting energy, pervades, 
Adjusts, sustains, and agitates the whole. 

(Spring, 84.9-8^5) 

Spring contains Thomson's ascending survey of life-forms, a 

survey which, McKillop writes, "takes the place of the tra

ditional hexaemeric frame of reference—the record of the 

creative week" in its view of the world's inhabitants.^ 

Thomson ties together the rising scale of being, the mind's 

perception of this ascent (leading ultimately to God), and 

11. Background of Thomson's Seasons, p. 20. 



the poetic flight which records these things: 

As rising from the vegetable world 
My theme ascends, with equal wing ascend, 
My panting muse; and hark, how loud the woods 
Invite you forth in all your gayest trim. 
Lend me your song, ye nightingales I oh, pour 
The mazy-running soul of melody 
Into my varied verse I (Spring, 572-578) 

The poet tries to fuse the effect of the creation with his 

aesthetic purpose, producing the same elevation of thought 

to which the ladder of creation leads the mind. This emo

tional extension from creation to its maker is not an argu

ment, but an appeal to imagination and an invocation to all 

creatures to participates 

Here, as in the "Hymn," the notion of all creation praising 

God derives from Psalm 1^8: 

Praise the Lord from the earth, 
ye dragons, and all deeps, 
fire and hail, snow and vapours, 
stormy wind fulfilling his word, 
mountains and all hills, 
fruitful trees and all cedars, 
beasts and all cattle, 
creeping things and flying fowl. 

Thomson owes ideas—and in the case of Spring, even struc

ture—to biblical patterns and the force of religious 

literature. In the passages quoted here Thomson writes as 

if John Dennis were looking over his shoulder. Similarly, 

his frequent invocations to "come" and to "see" derive from 

water, earth, 
And air attest his bounty, which exalts 
The brute-creation to this finer thou t. 

(Spring, 862-B6lj.) 
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the veni and ecce of religious exhortation.^ The force of 

his education is apparent in this tendency, but art with 

religious subjects was a continuing interest: in addition to 

a volume of psalm paraphrases in French (we have already 

seen evidence of his interest in Qaglish versions) the cata

logue of his effects shows that thirty of the eighty-three 

prints and drawings in his house were inspired by biblical, 

stories. A series by Poussin, for instance, features not 

landscapes, but Old Testament subjects: "Moses Striking the 

Rock," "The Golden Calf," and "The Manna." Thomson also had 

prints of Raphael's "Transfiguration,11 "Paul Preaching," and 

"The Holy Family."1^ 

The union of themes from biblical literature with 

science and nature poetry was not a unique contribution of 

Thomson's. Locke's proposition that "the works of Nature 

everywhere sufficiently evidence a Deity" was "very gen

erally accepted as self-evident at the beginning of the 

12. Jean H. Hagstrum, The Sister Arts; The Tradi
tion of Literary Pictorialism and English poetry from Dryden 
to Gray (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 195^), p« 2&5« 

13. Items 3, lj.3» 55, 9, 27, and 70 in the print and 
drawing section of A Catalogue Of all the Genuine Houshold 
Furniture Plate, China, Prints and Drawings, &c. of Mr." 
James Thomson, (Author of the Seasons) Deceased ("London: 
MllTin?2~T7lf^—• The books are itemized separately in this 
catalogue; among them, other religious works included 
Millar's History of Christianity (item 31) and the Practical 
Exposition of the Pentateuch (item $l\.). 
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eighteenth century."1^ The "world as evidence" proposition 

was joined with the "necessary first cause" argument in many 

works: in a poem lauded by contemporaries for its sublim

ity,^ Henry Brooke states the usual argument for a first 

cause while addressing nature: 

Whence are your Attributes of Time and Place 
Won from Eternity and boundless Space? 
Motion from Rest? just Order from Misrule? 
A world from Nought?—All Empty, now all Full, 
Prom Silence Harmony? from Darkness Light? 
And beamy Day, from everlasting Night? 
Light, Matter, Motion, Musick, Order, Laws I 
And silent, dark Nonentity the Cause? 

(Universal Beauty, I, J|3-50) 

Physicotheology is the theme of a number of poems before 

Thomson: of Addison's "The Spacious Firmament on High" in 

Spectator No. lj.65 (a paraphrase of Psalm 19), of Blackmore's 

1ij.. Basil Willey, The Eighteenth Century Back
ground: Studies on the Idea of Nature in the Thought of the 
Period (New York: Columbia University Press, 19I4.O;, p. 27. 
In the last chapters of his Physico-Theology (London: W. 
Innys, 1713), William Derham summarizes the argument "that 
the Works of GOD are so visible to all the World, and withal 
such manifest Indications of the Being and Attributes of the 
infinite Creator, that they plainly argue the Vileness and 
Perverseness of the Atheist, and leave him inexcusable . . . 
even the barbarous Nations, that never heard of GOD, have 
from these his Works inferred the existence of a Deity, and 
paid their Homage to some Deity, although they have been 
under great Mistakes in their Notions and Conclusions about 
him. But, however, this shews how naturally and universally 
all Mankind agree in deducing their Belief of a God from the 
Contemplation of his Works." Pp. ij.39-i|i}.0. 

15. In an article entitled "On the Sublime" in the 
Gentleman' s Magazinet 5 (1735), I4.6l-i4.62, a portion of 
Brooke's poem is quoted and the author praised for his sub
limity. The article concludes—echoing John Dennis—that 
"if the Spirit of the Sublime must rise in proportion to the 
Dignity of any Subject, no Subjects can possibly be so 
proper for the Sublime than religious ones." p. ij.62. 
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Creation, of Thomas Parnell's "Hymn to Contentment," of 

Henry Needier*s "A Hymn in Praise of the Creator," and of 

others.^ 

By 1735» the ideas that Thomson expresses in his 

Preface to the second edition of Winter have become common 

enough to be repeated by a correspondent to the Universal 

Spectator: 

Now what can inspire more exalted Sentiments or 
livelier Descriptions than a Contemplation of the 
Works of Nature, a View of the moral or natural 
System of Things? Such is the Order and Regu
larity of the Heavenly Bodies, that some have 
imagined, I know not what innate Music and 
Harmony in the Proportions of their Situations; 
which, perhaps, amounts to nothing more than the 
different Modes of universal Gravity in different 
Distances. However there is nothing more proper 
to furnish us with sublime Sentiments and 
Poetical Images than a View of the magnificent 
Structure of Things, than that vast Idea which 
made the Morning Stars sing together, and the 
Sons of God shout for Joy.>f 

Compare this to Thomson's "I know no subject more elevating, 

more amusing; more ready to awake the poetical enthusiasm, 

the philosophical reflection, and the moral sentiment, than 

the works of Nature." Both writers refer to the Book of 

Job: Thomson to descriptions of "the grand works of Nature," 

and the correspondent to a section (38:7) in which the Voice 

16. These poems are discussed in May Bush's 
article, "Rational Proof of a Deity from the Order of 
Nature," ELH, 9 (19^2), 288-319. 

17. "Enquiry whether Philosophy is not capable of 
receiving the Ornaments of Poetry," reprinted in the 
Gentleman's Magazine, 5» (1735)* 252. 
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from the Whirlwind is questioning Job, "Where wast thou when 

I laid the foundations of the earth?" 

Who hath laid the measures thereof, if thou knowest? 
or who hath stretched the line upon it? 

Whereupon are the foundations thereof fastened? 
or who laid the cornerstone thereof: 

When the morning stars sang together, 
and the sons of God shouted for joy? 

(Job, 38:5-7) 

May Bush generalizes about the impulse for poems on 

physicotheology: "Because reason and nature seemed immutable 

and unassailable bases for faith, the Augustan made a great 

synthesis of the two and to the resulting abstraction 

assigned the attributes of divinity."1® But Thomson's 

poetry does not put forward reason as an "immutable and 

unassailable" basis for faith. This type of poem can be an 

argument—as in Brooke or Blackmore—but in Thomson it is 

more likely to be a rapturous exaltation of the mind from 

beauty to its author. Even in his apostrophe to Philosophy 

at the end of Summer (1730ff.), though reason traces "from 

the dreary void,/The chain of causes and effects to Him," it 

it "fancy's eye" which 

receives 
The whole magnificence of heaven and earth, 
And every beauty, delicate or bold, 
Obvious or more remote, with livelier sense, 
Diffusive painted on the rapid mind. 

This "magnificence of heaven and earth" gains from 

contrast with less beautiful effects and is always 

18. "Rational Proof of a Deity from the Order of 
Nature," p. 288. 
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heightened for Thomson by the subsiding of a storm. An 

example is the passage following the thunderstorm which 

kills Amelia in Summer: 

' As from the face of Heaven the shattered clouds 
Tumultuous rove, the interminable sky 
Sublimer swells, and o'er the world expands 
A purer azure. Nature from the storm 
Shines out afresh; ana through the lightened air 
A higher lustre and a clearer calm 
Diffusive tremble; while, as if in sign 
Of danger past, a glittering robe of joy, 
Set off abundant by the yellow ray, 
Invests the fields, yet dropping from distress. 
'Tis beauty all, and grateful song around, 

Joined to the low of kine, and numerous bleat 
Of flocks thick-nibbling througji the clovered vale. 
And shall the hymn be marred by thankless man, 
Most-favoured, who with voice articulate 
Should lead the chorus of this lower world? 

(Summer, 1223-1238) 

The "thankless man" who refuses to join the hymn of praise 

sung by the lower world is, like the "critic fly," unmindful 

of his place in the scheme of things. He has forgotten the 

danger of the storm just past, which, like the Voice in the 

Whirlwind, was a reminder of the unknowable ways of God. 

The warning from the Book of Job is repeated in Derham's 

Physico-Theolo^y: 

Let us remember how few things we know, how many we 
err about, and how many we are ignorant of: and 
those, many of them, the most familiar, obvious 
things; things that we see and handle at Pleasure, 
yea our very own Bodies, and that very part of us 
whereby we understand at all our Soul. And should 
we therefore pretend to censure what God doth I 
Should we pretend to amend his Work I Or to advise 
infinite Wisdom f Or to know the Ends and Purposes 
of his infinite Will, as if we were of his Council 1^9 

19. Phy3ico-Theology, p. 82. 
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In the Summer passage, the returning calm is as a reminder 

of the benevolence of God, who "hushed the thunder, and 

serenes the sky": 

Shall he, so soon forgetful of the hand 
That hushed the thunder, and serenes the sky, 
Extinguished feel that spark the tempest waked, 
That sense of powers exceeding far his own, 
Ere yet his feeble heart has lost its fears? 

(Summer, 1239-12i+3) 

The sublime terror of the storm is lost when the storm sub

sides, and a different kind of exaltation succeeds. Quiet 

meditation leads to an appreciation of haraony, while the 

storm gives an expanding notion of power. Thomson plays on 

the difference between the God of Wrath and the "smiling 

God": the contrast is often rendered through a succession of 

different atmospheric effects such as the calm after the 

storm or the relaxation of intense heat, also in Summer: 

The Sun has lost his rage: his downward orb 
Shoots nothing now but animating warmth 
And vital lustre; that with various ray, 
Lights up the clouds, those beauteous robes of 

heaven, 
Incessant rolled into romantic shapes, 
The dream of waking fancy! broad below, 
Covered with ripening fruits, and swelling fast 
Into the perfect year, the pregnant earth 
And all her tribes rejoice. Now the soft hour 
Of walking comes for him who lonely loves 
To seek the distant hills, and there converse 
With nature, there to harmonize his heart, 
And in pathetic song to breathe around 
The harmony to others. (Summer, 1371 — 138if) 

These contrasts show the inclusiveness of Thomson1s view of 

nature, but they also point up the fact that the gentler and 

more beauteous scenes depend for their effects on the 
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sublimer ones--the "soft hour" on the sun's rage abating, 

and the fresh, azure sky on the preceding thunderstorm. 

The Justification of the Sublime 
Aspects of Nature 

When Thomson was not describing level prospects or 

serene weather, he relied on an associative theory which 

linked natural phenomena which seem boundless with an innate 

idea of true boundlessness in the human mind; in other 

words, "the aesthetics of the infinite."^ A partial list 

of the objects which were thought to excite this innate idea 

includes mountains, storms, oceans and great or swollen 

rivers, the sun and planets, comets, light (considered 

purely rather than in its effects), profound darkness, and 

any huge, very powerful, or chaotic phenomenon. The theory 

that the mind associated sublime objects with sublime 

21 
notions has sometimes been supposed to be Lockean, but 

Ernest Tuveson has demonstrated that the idea is highly 

developed in the thought of two seventeenth century theo

logians, Nicholas of Cusa and Henry More. Nicholas argued 

20. Marjorie Hope Nicolson, Mountain Gloom and 
Mountain Glory: The Development of the Aesthetics of the 
Infinite (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, T^$9). 

21. Patricia Meyer Spacks, The Varied God (Berkeley, 
and Los Angeles: University of California Press, T959), 
p. 109, and Kenneth MacLean, John Locke and English Litera
ture of the Eighteenth Century (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1936), p. 57. 
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that the world is God's complementary image. Henry More 

extended this notion to arrive at a conception of space as 

infinite and eternal—a link between God and the "finite" 

world, because in looking at shared qualities of infinite 

extension and eternity in the world, we are looking at 

attributes of God himself.Newton embraced the concept of 

eternal and infinite space, or rather, he asserted in his 

Frincipia, that God, being eternal and infinite, constituted 

both duration and space, but it is perhaps more important 

that Milton held these ideas also. In both the Christian 

Doctrine and in Paradise Lost Milton wrote of matter and 

light as eternal and of God's substance.Thomson's 

sympathy with this very unorthodox idea is clear from some 

sections of The Seasons. He ponders it in these lines of 

Winter: 

Thus in some deep retirement would I pass 
The winter-glooms with friends of pliant soul, 
Or blithe or solemn, as the theme inspired; 
With them would search if nature's boundless frame 
Was called, late-rising, from the void of night, 
Or sprung eternal from the Eternal Mind. 

(Winter, 572-577) 

22. "space, Deity, and the 'Natural Sublime'," 
Modern Language Quarterly, 12 (1951)» 22. 

23. Tuveson, pp. 23-25, 33. 

2lj.. Maurice Kelley, This Great Argument: A Study of 
Milton's De Doctrina Christiana as a Gloss upon Paradise 
Lost, Princeton Studies in English, 22 (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 191+1), pp. 37* 9k* 125. 
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In a passage from Summer quoted in the last chapter, Thomson 

identifies light with God, following Milton's "Eternal 

Coeternal beam" (Paradise Lost, III, 2): 

How shall I then attempt to sing of Him 
Who, Light Himself, in uncreated light 
Invested deep, dwells awfully retired 
Prom mortal eye or angel's purer ken; 
Whose single smile has, from the first of time, 
Pilled overflowing all those lamps of heaven 
That beam for ever through the boundless sky: 

(Summer, 175-181) 

But if Thomson's poetry reflects the theories of 

those who found the attributes of God in the substance of 

nature, he was aware of more orthodox views as well. He knew 

Thomas Burnet's Sacred Theory of the Earth well, for example 

(item 69 in the sale catalogue of his effects), and in the 

famous and frequently quoted passage from that work in which 

Burnet discusses the association of vast prospects with the 

idea of God, there is no hint of an unorthodox identification 

of the two: 

The greatest objects of Nature are, methinks, 
the most pleasing to behold; and next to the great 
Concave of the Heavens, and those boundless 
Regions where the Stars inhabit, there is nothing 
that I look upon with more pleasure than the wide 
Sea and the Mountains of the Earth. There is 
something august and stately in the Air of these 
things, that inspires the mind with great thoughts 
and passions; We do naturally, upon such occa
sions, think of God and his greatness: and whatso
ever 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 
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mind with their Excess, and cast it into a pleas
ing kind of stupor and admiration.25 

Burnet affirms that such objects in nature have "but the 

shadow and appearance of INFINITE," but are not strictly-

infinite in themselves. Similarly, another book in Thom

son's library (item 210), William Wollaston1s Religion of 

Nature Delineated (1738* but the first edition was published 

in 1722), despite the deceptiveness of its title, seems 

almost to have been called forth by the dangerous heresies 

sometimes attendant upon Deism: Wollaston denies emphati

cally such tenets as that God could be co-existent with his 

creation or that matter could be eternal. 

XI. God cannot be corporeal: or, there can be no 
corporeity in God. There are many things in matter 
utterly inconsistent with the nature of such a 
Being. . . . 

XII. Neither infinite space, nor infinite dura
tion, nor matter infinitely extended, or eternally 
existing, nor any, nor all of these taken together, 
can be God. For, 

Space taken separately from the things which 
possess and fill it, is but an empty scene or 
vacuum: and to say, that infinite space is God, or 
that God is infinite space, is to say that He is an 
infinite vacuum: than which nothing can be more 
absurd, or blasphemous.26 

25. The Sacred Theory of the Earth, with an intro
duction by Basil Willey (Carbondale, Illinois: Southern 
Illinois University Press, 1965), pp. 109-110. 

26. The Religion of Nature Delineated, 6th ed. 
(London: J. and P. Knapton, 173^), p. 7^» 
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Wollaston does, however, affirm the basic premise of 

physicotheology: 

What a vast field for contemplation is here opend! 
Such regions of matter about us, in which there is 
not the least particle that does not carry with it 
an argument of God's existence; not the least 
stick or straw, or other trifle that falls to the 
ground, but shews it; not the slightest motion 
produced, the least whisper of air, but tells it. ' 

Thomson certainly grappled with the question of the 

precise relation of the manifestations of "the varied God" 

to his being, and even the less beauteous aspects of nature 

have the power of moving the mind into sublimer channels: 

Vapours, and Clouds, and Storms: Be these my Theme. 
These, that exalt the Soul to solemn Thought, 
and heavenly musing. (1726 Winter, 3-5) 

That Thomson used the power of "exaltation" in his prospects 

in order to prepare the reader for moral reflections is 

Ralph M. Williams' opinion.2® Williams explores the eight

een th-century modifications of an older idea: "the greater 

the object contemplated the greater ... the idea stimu

lated." Isaac Watts (at whose academy in Little Tower Street 

Thomson taught for a time) thus recommended the study of 

astronomy, the reading of the Book of Job, the Psalms, and 

the more sublime parts of Milton, Dryden, and Pope, "to 

27. The Religion of Nature Delineated, p. 79. 

28. "Thomson and Dyer: Poet and Painter," in The 
Age of Johnson: Essays Presented to Chauncey Brewster 
Tinker, ed. Frederick W. Hilles (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1949), p. 213. 
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enlarge the capacity of the Mind" in order to "take in great 

and sublime ideas without pain or difficulty."2^ 

If Thomson uses the rougher aspects of nature to 

expand the conception of his readers for his moral and 

philosophical observations, it is also through a commitment 

to show all that he describes inclemencies as well as 

pleasant parts of seasonal variations. Thus in the first 

version of Winter, which he quoted in a letter to William 

Cranstoun, Thomson writes: 

I sing of winter and his gelid reign; 
Nor let a riming insect of the spring 
Deem it a barren theme. 

But a principle of variety and contrast would guide him to 

some of his variations as well. In Autumn, for instance, he 

shows the fields not only while 

a serener blue, 
With golden light enlivened, wide invests 
The happy world. (Autumn, 26-28 ) 

29. The Improvement of the Mind (London: D. 
Jennings and P. Doddridge, 1789)» pp. 217-223. William 
Derham felt that astronomy especially exalted the mind to 
thoughts of a creator: "And in short who can behold the 
Regions above, and consider the Things therein contained, 
and at the same time not own them to declare the Glory of 
God? Who can view that immensurable Firmament in which 
those Bodies are, and not acknowledge his Handy-Work?" 
Astro-Theology: Or a Demonstration of the Being and Attri
butes of God, Prom a Survey of the Heavens (London: W. 
Innys, 1715)» p. 25. 

30. James Thomson (1700-17^8)« Letters and Docu
ments, edited by Alan Dugald McKillop (Lawrence, Kansas: 
University of Kansas Press, 1958)» p. 30. 
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but also when they are agitated by a southern storm: 

At first, the groves are scarcely seen to stir 
Their trembling tops; and a still murmur runs 
Along the soft-inclining fields of corn. 
But, as the aerial tempest fuller swells, 
And in one mighty stream, invisible, 
Immense, the whole excited atmosphere 
Impetuous rushes o'er the sounding world— 
Strained to the root, the stooping forest pours 
A rustling shower of yet untimely leaves. 
High-beat, the circling mountains eddy in, 
Prom the bare wild, the dissipated storm, 
And send it in a torrent down the vale. 
Exposed, and naked to its utmost rage, 
Through all the sea of harvest rolling round, 
The billowy plain floats wide; 

(Autumn, 313-327) 

Similarly, the poet moves from place to place, varying Ms 

effects: 

Turn we a moment fancy's rapid flight 
To vigorous soils and climes of fair extent. 

(Autumn, 683-68i{.) 

Or, where the Northern Ocean in vast whirls 
Boils round the naked melancholy isles 
Of farthest Thule, and the Atlantic surge 
Pours in among the stoiray Hebrides. 

(Autumn, 862-865) 

An awareness of how contrast enlivens description leads 

Thomson to counsel his friend Mallet to include in The 

Excursion "the abyss amidst whose amazing prospects, how 

pleasing must be that of a deep valley covered with all the 

tender profusion of Spring.11 ̂  Thomson was sensitive to 

such contrasts, and on his Continental trip noted breaks in 

31. Thomson to Mallet, August 2, 1726. Letters and 
Documents, p. i).0. 
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the rugged scenery of the Alps: 

the vale, fair-spread 
Amid an amphitheatre of hills 

(Liberty, IV, 3¥>-349) 

Thomson's avowed intention was to include all the faces of 

nature, unlike "the riming insectj^sj of the Spring," and he 

was bolstered by a growing notion that scenes which previous 

centuries considered ugly were valuable because they con

tributed variety. We noted this idea in the metaphor 

Anthony Blackwall used in defense of scripture (Chapter Two), 

but Milton, Richard Bentley, and other seventeenth century 

writers had expressed it earlier.^ John Ray, in his Wisdom 

of God in the Creation (1691), is one of the earliest of the 

physico-theologists to praise mountains for their beauty in 

variety: 

They are very Ornamental to the Earth, affording 
pleasant and delightful Prospects, both 1. To 
them that look downwards from them, upon the sub
jacent Countries; as they must needs acknowledge, 
who have been but on the Downs of Sussex, and 
enjoyed that ravishing Prospect of the Sea on one 
hand, and the Country far and wide on the other. 
And 2. To those that look upward and behold them 
from the Plains and low Grounds, which what a 
refreshing and pleasure it is to the Eye, they are 
best able to judge, who have lived in the Isle of 
Ely, or other level Countries.33 

32. Herbert Drennon, "Scientific Rationalism and 
James Thomson's Poetic Art," Studies in Philology, 31 
(19314-), 459. 

33. Quoted by Basil Willey in The Eighteenth 
Century Background, p. 37. 
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The example of biblical verse reinforced the use of 

contrast in the practice of the sublime poet. Thomson in 

particular noted the psalmists1 refusal to simplify their 

view of the world: 

The world is seen and portrayed in all its glory 
and in all its terror; not only in the peace of a 
quiet morning, but also in the raging storm at 
sea, when the winds, God's messengers, cast 
mountainous billows over the frail decks and the 
mariners pray desperately for salvation. Through 
the strength and vigour of the natural scene is 
perceived the power of the master hand. Any 
idyllic picture of wolves lying down with lambs 
is reserved for the messianic era, but in the 
world as we know it, even so gentle a poem of 
faith as The Lord is my shepherd draws its conp 
trast from the valley of the shadow of death. 34-

The Seasons includes "the peace of a quiet morning" and "the 

raging storm at sea" among many other such contrasts. 

Martin Price describes the rapture or exaltation 

("transcendence" is the word he uses) which the poet of the 

sublime feels in the antithesis of the calm and ordered 

scene: 

Transcendence is a relationship: the point of 
departure helps to define the goal. Typically, 
the sublime poet moves from one kind of place to 
another. ... This is a movement into a sacred 
precinct, a movement to a realm where the powers 
of awareness are different, where vision is 
given and the familiar scene is dissipated. The 
precinct is sacred because it is inhabited by a 
power, and to be drawn into its realm is to be 
made one with that power. The poet has the capac
ity to imagine such a realm and to seek it; he 

Murray Roston, Prophet and Poet; The Bible and 
the Growth of Romanticism (London: Faber and Faber, 1965). 
pp. 111-112. 
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often calls upon a greater power to descend and 
take him there. The passivity of the poet is an 
appeal to otherness. He asks to be taken or led, 
to be snatched up and to be initiated into the 
mysteries of a new worship.35 

Of particular interest in this connection are some heroic 

couplets in Thomson's handwriting which McKillop found in a 

British Museum manuscript; 

Bear me some God to Baia's gentle seats, 
And cover me in Umbria's green retreats: 
Where even rough rocks with tender myrtle bloom. 
And trodden woods send out a rich perfume, 
Where western gales eternally reside, 
And all the seasons lavish all their pride: 
Blossoms, and fruits, and flowers together rise, 
And the whole year in gay confusion lies. 

Snatch me some God from Baia's desart [gentle 
deleted] seats, 

And bear me~^swift o'er Umbria's wild retreats: 
Where rifted rocks with steaming sulphur glow, 
And the whole earth is vaulted fire below; 
Prom cavern'd winds where midnight earthquakes 

spring, 
And the south shakes his pestilential wing: 
Unblest by culture, where crude harvests rise, 
And, Art and Nature, all in ruins lies.36 

McKillop thought Thomson had composed both stanzas, but the 

first eight lines are from Addison's Letter from Italy 

(1701). Only in the transposition of the first two couplets 

and in the change of several words (woods for Addison's 

Weeds; And cover me for Or cover me; Where even rough for 

Ev'n the rough) does Thomson's version differ from that 

3S>. Martin Price, "The Sublime Poem: Pictures and 
Powers," Yale Review, £8 (1969), 199-200. 

36. Alan D. McKillop, "Some Heroic Couplets by 
James Thomson," Modern Language Notes, 73 (1958), 12. 
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published in Addison's Works.37 Thomson seems to be react

ing to the lines from Addison's poem, constructing an 

example of stanzaic rather than the usual distichic anti

thesis, with wild in his second line contrasting with 

gentle in Addison's first, desart balancing green, and so 

on. Thematically the two stanzas emphasize the holistic 

view of nature and civilization which is the distinguishing 

mark of both Liberty and The Seasons; both poems frequently 

juxtapose scenes of beauty and order with those of violent 

disorder. McKillop connects these lines with the different 

views of Italy presented in Book I of Liberty, but they are 

bound to recall the contrasts of The Seasons as well, where 

growth, cultivation, husbandry, and British virtue (the 

sowing and harvesting scenes of Spring and Autumn, Hagley, 

Stowe, the digression on Industry in Autumn) offset the 

bleakness and savagery of lands where culture is lacking and 

nature seems an enemy (the tropics of Summer, the Siberian 

wastes of Winter). The seasons themselves enforce this con

trast, with the mildness of spring and autumn set against 

the intensities of heat, cold, and storm in summer and 

winter. 

In The Se a s on s. Thorns on makes the same appeal to some 

higher power to lead him from the immediate prospect to some 

37• The Works of the Right Honourable Joseph 
Addison, Esq; In Pour Volumes, Vol. I (London: Jacob Tonson, 
1721), 49. 
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other area of poetic or philosophic force: 

Oh I bear me then to vast embowering shades, 
To twilight groves, and visionary vales 

(Autumn 1030-1031; originally 
in the 1726 Winter, 74-75) 

Then lead, ye Powers 
... lead me to the wide extended walks, 
The fair majestic paradise of Stowet 

(Autumn 1037, 10l|.1-101*2) 

Besides relying on variety and contrast, Thomson's 

view of nature typically includes contemporary scientific 

attempts to explain some of her anomalies or problems. He 

may only glance at such explanations, as in his reference to 

the seventeenth century "discovery" about the blue of plums: 

the shining plum 
With a fine bluish mist of animals 
Clouded (Autumn, 676-678) 

or he may insert a hundred lines and more of complicated 

exposition. In such passages Thomson follows the lead of 

earlier physicotheological poets such as Blackmore, who 

wrote in the Longinian sublime vocabulary and raised ques

tions about the usefvilness of parts of the creation.3® To 

go back farther, such interests may derive from Adam's ques

tioning of Raphael and the angel' s answers in Paradise Lost, 

but the popularity of physicotheologies in prose is suffi

cient license for the poets. Thomson had in the Virgilian 

precedent further warrant for natural history and technical 

38. Nicolson, Mountain Gloom and Mountain Glory, 
pp. 346-31+7. 
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expertise, as a writer to the Gentleman's Magazine points 

out: 

Virgil never seems more happy than when he moral
izes his Song with the Platonic Doctrines, when he 
sings the Origin of human Passions, the Soul of 
the World and the Formation of Things. When any 
Philosophic Notion starts up in his Way he imme
diately takes fire, and with a kind of Rapture 
pronounces that Man happy who can trace out the 
Causes and Reasons of Tilings, and thereby free 
himself from those idle Fears which haunt super
stitious Mortals. 

It is the felix qui potuit rerum cognoscere causas of the 

second Georgic (II, lj.90) to which the Gentleman's Magazine 

correspondent refers. This is one of Thomson's frequent 

texts. It is his prayer that Nature will open her secrets 

for him and that the knowledge will transport him: 

0 Nature I all sufficient! over all 
Enrich me with the knowledge of thy worksj 
Snatch me to heaven; thy rolling wonders there, 
World beyond world, in infinite extent 
Profusely scattered o'er the blue immense, 
Show me; their motions, periods, and their laws 
Give me to scan; through the disclosing deep 
Light my blind way: the mineral strata there; 
Thrust blooming thence the vegetable world; 
O'er that the rising system, more complex, 
Of animals; and, higher still, the mind, 
The varied scene of quick-compounded thought, 
And where the mixing passions endless shift; 
These ever open to my ravished eye— 
A search, the flight of time can ne'er exhaust! 

(Autumn, 1352-1366) 

The transport links such writing to the sublime, as does its 

use of operative terms like infinite and immense and the 

39. "Enquiry whether Philosophy is not capable of 
receiving the Ornaments of Poetry," Gentleman's Magazine, 5 
(1735), 252. 
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suggestion of limitless space and eternity. The hopes 

expressed in this passage fit well with Thomson's belief in 

the progression and the evolution of spirits,and his 

method of composition and revision of the poem supports his 

assurance of the value of ever-increasing knowledge, "A 

search, the flight of time can ne'er exhaustl" 

Herbert Drennon has commented on the extent of 

scientific exposition of natural processes in The Seasons, 

as has Alan McKillop: Thomson notes details of astronomy in 

his discussion of the sun and planets (Summer, 97-111)> 

praises the "godlike" minds of philosophers in his descrip

tion of a comet (Summer, 1706ff.) and Newton's explanation 

of the rainbow (Spring, 208-217). He ranges from the micro

scopic world (Summer, 287-317) "to the solar system (Summer, 

32-lji>) with ease and scientific gusto.^ The message of 

such lines is often the usefulness of natural phenomena 

which may appear frightening or destructive 

But, though concealed, to every purer eye 
The informing Author in his works appears. 

(Spring, 859-860) 

l+O. On the evolution of spirits, see especially the 
end of Winter and the concluding lines of the "Hymn." G. R. 
Potter discusses this aspect of Thomson's thought in "James 
Thomson and the Evolution of Spirits," Englische Studien, 
61 (1926), 57-65. See also McKillop, Background of Thom
son' s Seasons, pp. 22-25. 

lj.1. Herbert Drennon, "Scientific Rationalism and 
James Thomson's Poetic Art," Studies in Philology, 31 
(193^)» ^63-^65. See also McKi 11 op, Backp;round of Thomson' s 
Seasons, Chapter 2, "Description and Science, pp. I|.3-titJ. 
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The purer eye of the philosopher sees beyond the apparent 

ruin of winter frosts, for example: 

All nature feels the renovating force 
Of Winter—only to the thoughtless eye 
In ruin seen. The frost-concocted glebe 
Draws in abundant vegetable soul, 
And gathers vigour for the coming year; 

(Winter, 70ij.-708) 

Thomson is convinced that the "ethereal nitre" of the frost 

kills infectious damps and replenishes the air (compare the 

opening lines of Autumn: "Whate'er the Wintry frost/Nitrous 

prepared, . . .") but the physical nature of frost is matter 

for speculation: 

Is not thy potent energy, unseen, 
Myriads of little salts, or hooked, or shaped 
Like double wedges, and diffused immense 
Through water, earth, and ether? 

(Winter, 717-720) 

The most extended explanatory passage of The Seasons 

is that dealing with the origin of mountain springs in 

Autumn (707-835)* The physico-theologists, in defending 

mountains against Burnet's charge that they were "great 

ruins," often discussed their function in storing rainfall 

and condensing vapor, thus giving rise to rivers.^ Derhara, 

in his Physico-Theology, argues for the usefulness of moun

tains upon several grounds: 1) The air of the mountains is 

healthful to man in some conditions, 2) the mountains screen 

winds and reflect sunbeams, 3) they produce different 

ij.2. McKillop, Background of Thomson's Seasons, 
p. 75. 
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varieties of herbs and trees, 4) they harbor various birds, 

beasts, and insects, and 5) Derham quotes John Ray 

That those long Ridges and Chains of lofty and 
topping Mountains, which run through whole Conti
nents East and West, serve to stop the Evagation 
of the Vapours to the North and South in hot 
Countries, condensing them like Alembick Heads 
into Water, and so ... by a kind of external 
Distillation giving original to Springs and 
Rivers; and likewise by amassing, cooling, and 
constipating of them, turn them into Rain, by 
those means rendering the fervid Regions of the 
torrid Zone habitable. 

In addition, the mountains furnish minerals, rocks, and the 

most useful fossils. And whether we agree with Ray, or 

whatever theory we accept, the mountains are the agents in 

the rise of springs and rivers.^-3 As I have said, Derham 

defends mountains by citing their beauty, their variety, and 

their usefulness.^- Thomson is not so ambitious in his 

apologetic for mountains, but his discussion of the origin 

of springs has been the subject of critical attention ever 

since Warton praised it in his essay on Pope (I, 50). The 

opening passage (Autumn, 707-735) justifies such attention, 

containing some of Thomson's best atmospheric poetry in its 

k3» Phy si co-Theology, pp. 71-76. 

"Derham appeals beyond Burnet to the ancient 
and modern poets, and to the common sense of mankind, to 
confirm his opinion that [mountains.] are beautiful. Who 
would care to travel, if the earth were everywhere 'of an 
even, level, globous Surface1? But above all, mountains are 
useful: they are health-giving, they furnish pasturage for 
sheep, they contain minerals, they provide gradients.for 
streams, and so forth." Basil Willey, The Eighteenth 
Century Background, p. lj.1. 
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description of the mountain sinking into the gathering fog 

and the lone shepherd wandering through the featureless, 

shrinking landscape. But there is no real letdown in the 

force of the passage when, once the theories of condensation 

and percolation have been presented, Thomson describes the 

"facts" of the case: 

I see the leaning strata, artful ranged; 
The gaping fissures, to receive the rains, 
The melting snows, and ever-dripping fogs. 
Strowed bibulous above I see the sands, 
The pebbly moulds, of more retentive earths, 
The guttured rocks and mazy-running clefts, 
That, while the stealing moisture they transmit, 
Retard its motion, and forbid its waste. 

(Autumn, 810-818) 

Thomson is describing an adaptation of huge masses of rock 

which is more impressive in its scope, but no less astonish

ing in its intricacy, than the minute cellular adaptations 

of animate species. Thus, when Miss Nicolson comments that 

in comparing this part of the passage with its opening lines 

we "see the danger faced by these poets who had become over 

conscious of geology—too careful reading and pondering upon 

scientific problems might obscure real art, she misses the 

aesthetic excitement Thomson is trying to communicate. Such 

a passage must be read in the context of the poem on Newton: 

the delving of the philosophic spirit lays open latent 

glories of nature. Both the splendor of light and the 

Nicolson, Mountain Gloom and Mountain Glory, 
P. 3*1-7. 
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beauty of color are enhanced by the perception of the con

nection between them, in Thomson's view, for there is no 

barrier separating science and aesthetics. Similarly, any

thing that tends to tie up seemingly unrelated aspects of 

our experience of nature heightens our pleasure in its 

wholeness and our perception of its harmony. Thomson brings 

together these considerations to conclude his passage in 

Autumn, after describing the mountain reservoirs which join 

waters from rain, condensed vapor, melted snow, and percola

tion from the strata below: 

United thus, 
The exhaling sun, the vapour-burdened air, 
The gelid mountains, that to rain condensed 
These vapours in continual current draw, 
And send them o'er the fair-divided earth 
In bounteous rivers to the deep again, 
A social commerce hold, and firm support 
The full-adjusted harmony of things. 

(Autumn, 828-835) 

The Argument from Design, Intricacy, 
and Harmony 

Harmony begets harmony in Thomson's poetry; that is, 

the philosophic mind finds in the evidence of order in the 

world a means of reconciling transcendent urges, social 

reflections, and aesthetic interests.^ This reconciliation 

ij.6. This is the message of Thomson's Preface, as 
Drennon realized: "A study of the cosmic harmony and variety 
of the world-order begets philosophical reflection and 
arouses the moral sentiment. Thomson's views, as expressed 
in the 'Preface1 to the second edition of Winter (1726), 
were in keeping with this contention." "Scientific Ration
alism and James Thomson's Poetic Art," p. J4.7I. 
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leads eventually to God, but along the way Thomson compounds 

the infinite progression of beings in nature with a pro

gression of man's knowledge, directed by philosophy and 

rising above the theatre of labor and passions: 

While thus laborious crowds 
Ply the tough oar, Philosophy directs 
The ruling helm; or, like the liberal breath 
Of potent heaven, invisible, the sail 
Swells out, and bears the inferior world along. 

Nor to this evanescent speck of earth 
Poorly confined: the radiant tracts on high 
Are her exalted range; intent to gaze 
Creation through; and, from that full complex 
Of never-ending wonders, to conceive 
Of the Sole Being right, who spoke the word, 
And Nature moved complete. With inward view, 
Thence on the ideal kingdom swift she turns 
Her eye; and instant, at her powerful glance, 
The obedient phantoms vanish or appear; 
Compound, divide, and into order shift, 
Each to his rank, from plain perception up 
To the fair forms of fancy* s fleeting train; 
To reason then, deducing truth from truth, 
And notion quite abstract; where first begins 
The world of spirits, action all, and life 
Unfettered and unmixed. But here the cloud, 
So wills Eternal Providence, sits deep. 
Enough for us to know that this dark state, 
In wayward passions lost and vain pursuits, 
This infancy of being, cannot prove 
The final issue of the works of God, 
By boundless love and perfect wisdom formed, 
And ever rising with the rising mind. 

(Summer, 1777-1805) 

Many of the characteristic features of Thomson's 

poetry which critics have identified serve this resolution 

in harmony. Such features include matters of idea and 

matters of style: the belief in an infinite progression of 

knowledge, the revision by accretion of detail, the U3e of 

generalized epithets for men and beasts to emphasize 
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relative position in the scale of being, the characteristic 

movement from discrete details to unity. The interest in 

science serves also, for science and its equipment exist to 

discover the intricacies of nature and explain its system. 

The microscope illuminates the minute end of the scale 

(Summer, 287-317) and the telescope reveals the face of the 

moon and planets (Autumn, 1093)# 

The fascination with harmony comes partly from that 

way of looking at the world which constitutes physico-

theology. John Ray, for example, in his endless natural 

observations, is most impressed with the interdependence of 

things: 

Always he attempts to relate the significance of 
particular adjustments to the life of the whole, 
to correlate and compare a mass of detailed obser
vations so as to disclose the conditions or 'laws' 
which they illustrate, to expound an integrated 
view of the universe in terras of its plan and 
purpose, k-7 

What does the recognition of universal harmony have 

to do with the sublime? In the Shaftesburian view, such a 

recognition meant the extrapolation from finite order in the 

individual to order in the boundlessness of the universe, as 

Martin Price notes in "The Sublime poem: Pictures and Powers"; 

The moment of transcendence comes as man pene
trates the multifariousness or the sensuous charm 
of the external and recognizes an implicit order, 

47. Charles E. Raven, John Ray, Naturalist: His 
Life and Works (Cambridge: CambridRe University press. 
19̂ 2), p. 453. 
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an ordering process that is divine. Such a process 
gives back to man on a cosmic scale the internal 
order he himself achieves in moments of spiritual 
self-mastery. For Shaftesbury, therefore, the 
sublime is a moment both of supreme self-realization 
and of rhapsodic oneness with a divine ordering 
power in the world at large.k" 

Such recognition in Thomson is ecstatic, and unlike the 

terror at spectacles of great force which appears in Winter 

and Summer, the emotion is inspired typically by the ordered 

but teeming panorama of Spring: 

•Ti3 Harmony, that Worid-embracing Power, 
By which all Beings are adjusted, each 
To all around, impelling and impell'd 
In endless Circulation, that inspires 
This universal 3raile. Thus the glad Skies, 
The wide-rejoycing Earth, the Woods, the Streams, 
With every Life they hold, down to the Flower 
That paints the lowly Vale, or Insect-Wing 
Wav'd o'er the Shepherd's Slumber, touch the Mind 
To Nature tun'd, with a light-flying Hand, 
Invisible; quick-urging, thro' the Nerves, 
The glittering Spirits, in a Flood of Day. 

(1728 Spring, 865-876) 

McKLllop comments on this passage that Thomson here "blends 

an empiricist account of sensory experience with a record of 

poetic reverie and attributes philosophic validity to 

both."^ The point is well taken because it reminds us that 

Thomson is trying to reproduce—even to restimulate—the 

emotion rather than merely to describe it. The "glad" 

creation furnishes an analogue for the poet; if the skies 

48. "The Sublime Poem," Yale Review, 58 (1969), 
195-196. 

49. Background of Thomson's Seasons, p. 41. 
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and earth can be said to rejoice in the intricacy, inter-

dependency, and smooth working of the system, it is only 

because they "touch" the mind of the observer with the 

realization of this stupendous harmony. That the poem har

monizes the elements mentioned in the passage means that it 

shares an aesthetic capability with nature: the pleasure 

that comes from trying to grasp the boundless perfection of 

the whole, a pleasure innate in nature for the mind properly 

"tun'd," is what Thomson tries to make available in the 

poem. His goal then, is the aesthetic ideal of the sublime. 

When ¥. K. Wimsatt wrote of the sublime poem that it 

assimilates evil and resolves it, "the part into the grander 

whole, the definite ugly detail into the large mystery," he 

had iri mind the harmonizing tendencies of The Seasons as 

well as other poems.Yet he forgot how much of the poem 

is not resolved or reconciled with a benevolent plan for the 

world, but stands as evidence of the power and undiscrimi-

nating cruelty of nature. There are examples in all four of 

the Seasons, but Summer and Winter, which contain the 

greatest contrasts, also have the most violent episodes: the 

evil of Spring is perhaps on a smaller scale—the caging of 

50. "The Augustan Mode in English Poetry," ELH, 20 
(1953), 12. 
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the nightingale, the robbing of nests—but it is there.^ 

Autumn depicts the ravages of a flood (330-350) and the 

dangers of profound darkness on a moonless night (1138-

1159). 

Summer contains the longest passages devoted solely 

to the disquieting forces of nature, beginning with Thom

son's view of the New World in the midst of his tour of the 

Torrid Zone (832ff.) and continuing through to the end of 

the thunderstorm in which Amelia is struck by ligjitning (to 

1222). Beginning with intense heat, the passage succes

sively introduces poisonous snakes and spiders, a tiger, a 

leopard, a hyena, the horrors of isolation from society (the 

castaway), sandstorms, a typhoon, shipwreck and sharks, 

plague, drought and famine, volcanos, and earthquake. The 

section which describes the plague is typical of the way in 

which all nature is brought into the mood of the subject, 

from the "joyless sun" to the "foul" recesses of the woods: 

When o'er this world, by equinoctial rains 
Flooded immense, looks out the joyless sun, 
And draws the copious steam from swampy fens, 
Where putrefaction into life foments 
And breathes destructive myriads, or from woods, 
Impenetrable shades, recesses foul, 
In vapours rank and blue corruption wrapt, 
Whose gloomy horrors yet no desperate foot 
Has ever dared to pierce; then wasteful forth 
Walks the dire power of pestilent disease. 
A thousand hideous fiends her course attend, 
Sick nature blasting, and to heartless woe 

51. See Ralph Cohen, The Unfolding of The Seasons 
(London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1970J, pp. 57-55. 



* 

123 

And feeble desolation, casting down 
The towering hopes and all the pride of man: 

(Summer, 1026-1039) 

Only a "nearer scene of horror" recalls Thomson from the 

faraway disasters he has been surveying. Ii? this case, 

unlike many of the travel book excerpts he has been dealing 

with, a true story forms the basis for the episode of 

Celadon and Amelia.^ The section opens with a description 

of the building storm; 

Behold, slow-settling o'er the lurid grove 
Unusual darkness broods, and, growing, gains 
The full possession of the sky, surcharged 
With wrathful vapour, from the secret beds 
Where sleep the mineral generations drawn. 
Thence nitre, sulphur, and the fiery spume 
Of fat bitumen, steaming on the day, 
With various-tinctured trains of latent flame, 
Pollute the sky, and in yon baleful cloud, 
A reddening gloom, a magazine of fate, 
Ferment; till, by the touch ethereal roused, 
The dash of clouds, or irritating war 
Of fighting winds, while all is calm below, 
They furious spring. (Summer, 1103-1116) 

The threatening nitre, sulphur, and "fat bitumen," with 

their suggestions of the inferno, make this description of a 

gathering stoira unique. These elements will provide the 

52. Pope is responsible for this "true and tender 
story" as he calls it in his letter to Martha Blount on 
August 9, 1718# The Correspondence of Alexander Pope, 
ed. George Sherburn (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1956)» I# 
1+79-1+82. The incident occurred at Stanton Harcourt, Lord 
Harcourt's seat in Oxfordshire, on July 31 > 1718. Thomson 
has changed the facts: both the man (John Hewet) and the 
woman (Sarah Drew) were killed. 
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combustibles for the lightning which follows a few lines 

later: 

At first, heard solemn o'er the verge of heaven, 
The tempest growls; but as it nearer comes, 
And rolls its awful burden on the wind, 
The lightnings flash a larger curve, and more 
The noise astounds, till overhead a sheet 
Of livid flame discloses wide, then shuts 
And opens wider, shuts and opens still 
Expansive, wrapping ether in a blaze. 
Follows the loosened aggravated roar, 
Enlarging, deepening, mingling, peal on peal 
Crushed horrible, convulsing heaven and earth. 

(Summer, 1133-11ij-3) 

Spacks reminds us that such storms "suggest so inevitably 

the problem of evil and the question of man's real impor

tance in a universe where such forces can be unleashed. 

Amelia's fears about the storai are quieted by Celadon's 

"facile explanation of the divine order, but at this 

instant the girl is killed by lightning (1215-1216). Aside 

from Thomson*a "Mysterious Heaven!" (1215) no attempt is 

made at explanation, and though the poet sentimentalizes 

upon the lover "fixed in all the death of woe" (1219) he 

does not moralize. 

Similar observations might be made on the tragic 

episodes of Winter. The death of the swain in the snowstorm 

(276-321) indeed prompts sentimental conjurings of his warm 

hearth and waiting family, but the moralizing section which 

53. The Varied God, p. 80. 

$k* Ibid., p. 81. 
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follows ("Ah I little think the gay licentious proud," 

322ff.) deals strictly with social virtue and culminates in 

the lines on the Jail Committee (359-388). To say this is 

all the moral reflection appropriate to the event is to 

suppose that Thomson must have agreed that with necessary 

social reform, men would no longer die in snowstorms. There 

is no attempt to deal here with the questionings of provi

dence such an episode evinces. 

Later in Winter, Thomson describes the death of Sir 

Hugh Willoughby and his arctic explorers: 

Miserable they I 
Who, here entangled in the gathering ice, 
Take their last look of the descending sun; 
While, full of death and fierce with tenfold frost, 
The long long night, incumbent o'er their heads, 
Palls horrible 1 Such was the Briton1s fate, 
As with first prow (what have not Britons dared?) 
He for the passage sought, attempted since 
So much in vain, and seeming to be shut 
By jealous nature with eternal bars. 
In these fell regions, in Arzina caught, 
And to the stony deep his idle ship 
Immediate sealed, he with his hapless crew, 
Each full exerted at his several task, 
Froze into statues—to the cordage glued 
The sailor, and the pilot to the helm. 

(Winter, 920-935) 

Ralph Cohen says of this passage that, "contrary to the 

claim, that their suffering is assimilated into 'the larger 

whole,' their suffering is ironically enshrined in the very 

ice they sought to conquer."^ There would be little point 

55. "The Augustan Mode in English Poetry," 
Eighteenth-Century Studies, 1 (1957)# 21. 
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in harping upon this disparity did not the poem end with the 

exhortation to the distressed to bear up until "what your 

bounded view, which only saw/A little part, deemed evil is 

no more" (Winter, 1066-1067). 

Martin price, in The Palace of Wisdom, speaks of the 

episodes we have been looking at in The Seasons as "limiting 

cases that test man's faith in Order." His is a reasoned 

explanation, but he seems to assume such episodes are 

finally reconciled with order: 

In the poems of The Seasons there is a double 
movement—the descent of God in plenitude and 
the ascent of man's mind in recognition of 
Order. Between the two stands the challenge 
that lies at the outward edge of plenitude 
before the ascent can begin: the threat of the 
ambiguous or meaningless. Thomson presents 
this threat as the extreme of heat or cold, the 
predatory cruelty of wolf or serpent, the 
utterly inhuman or hostile—or the internal 
confusion and betrayal of passionate and jeal
ous love, as in Spring. These are limiting 
cases that test man's faith in Order; once they 
are met and passed by, the movement of ascent 
(or, in another figure, the movement back to 
the One from the borders of emanation) can com
mence. 5° 

Yet the resolution is not complete. The image of man and 

God meeting in some transcendent space is too neat, and not 

necessarily the outcome of the stretching of the mind by the 

attempt to assimilate the limitless (in contemporary 

descriptions, the effect of the sublime). At that stage the 

56. To the Palace of Wisdom: Studies in Order and 
Energy from Dryden to Blake (Mew York: Doubleday, 1961+), 
P. 354. 
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mind may be receptively trying to compass an idea of a 

supreme being, but there are other limitless prospects in 

that transcendent realm—evil, for instance, or chaos. The 

poem is not a resolving system, but a tour of the prospects, 

and Thomson is committed to showing all of the prospects. 

Hopefully the circuit ends by harmonizing with the benefi

cent, provident unity of a creating and ordering force, 

joining the round of created things who praise it in the 

"Hymn." But once stretched by the boundless conception of 

either order or not-order, the grasping mind cannot accept 

such harmony as the only necessary outcome. 

I. think it is a principle of aesthetic contrast 

which dictates the inclusion of unresolved episodes in The 

Seasons, but it is not a loose contrast, as McKillop would 

have it, any more than the inclusion of the Book of Job, or 

Ecclesiastes, provides a loose contrast to the dominant tone 

of the Old Testament. In presenting the arbitrary violence 

of nature, "as it were an error which proceedeth from the 

ruler" (Ecclesiastes 10:5)» Thomson uncovers the disquieting 

fact that anything which smacks of infinite power (and 

therefore of sublimity) always seems arbitrary, because 

human conceptions of order cannot compass it. If such a 

display in nature included elements of mystery and terror, 

that, too, made it sublime, and the poet's contemporaries 

received it with that mixture of feelings which Addison 

called "agreeable Horrour" (Spectator No. lj.89). 
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Thomson's poetry seems to be saying that in the 

repetition of the seasons, in their balance of extreme heat 

with extreme cold, drought with flood and so on, there is a 

harmony in which man participates without needing to under

stand, Nature, though it refuses answers to his philosoph

ical problems, is at once a metaphor for his life (Winter, 

1027-1032), a scale of creatures which includes him, and a 

mediatrix between him and his God. For Thomson, nature is 

not to be explained when it shatters man's expectations of 

order, for the expansion and assimilation is to be on his 

part—and that not a submission, but a receptiveness to the 

experience which so fascinated the artists and aestheticians 

of Thomson's century. 

The beauty, the limitlessness, the intricacy, the 

variety, and the terror of nature were all conducive to 

sublimity in Thomson's view, and in his later career he used 

these aspects of nature metaphorically to treat his other 

great subject, political liberty. 



CHAPTER K 

THE THEME OP LIBERTY 

The emphasis of Thomson's work gradually changed 

after the completion of the first collected edition of The 

Seasons (1730) as he became more concerned with the subjects 

of Liberty and his plays.^ The theme of political liberty 

grows stronger in revisions of The Seasons themselves, 

developing from elements in Thomson's earliest poetry. In 

the 1726 Winter, for instance, he had described a compli

cated train of natural stimulus and emotional, aesthetic, 

and moral response: the coming of winter with its attendant 

glooms inspires "Philosophic Melancholly,11 which changes to 

a social mood: 

The Year, yet pleasing, but declining fast, 
Soft, o'er the secret Soul, in gentle Gales, 
A Philosophic Melancholly breathes, 
And bears the swelling Thought aloft to Heaven. 
Then forming Fancy rouses to conceive, 
What never mingled with the Vulgar's Dream: 
Then wake the tender Pang, the pitying Tear, 
The Sigh for suffering Worth, the Wish prefer'd 
For Humankind, the Joy to see them bless'd, 
And all the Social o'ff-spring of the Heart f 

(T726 Winter, 6I4.— 73) 

1. On this change see Patricia Meyer Spacks, The 
Varied God: A Critical Study of Thomson'3 The Seasons, Uni-
versity of California English Studies, No. 21 (Berkeley and 
Los Angeles: University of California press, 1959), 
pp. 100ff. 

129 
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The shift from nature to heaven and then to man is a move 

from the sublime to the pathetic, but the sublime includes 

elements of pathos; it had been so described by Longinus, 

and elements of the pathetic continued to be mixed with the 

sublime in English interpretations of the concept.^ in this 

passage lines 3-5 of Winter are expanded: the declining year 

exalts "the Soul to Solemn Thought,/And heavenly musing," 

but predictably this response includes social considerations. 

The passage was eventually included in Autumn and expanded 

to 26 lines (1001^.-1029). In revision, the "virtuous pang" 

awakened by contemplation of nature (specifically, the "pale 

descending year" whose description was analyzed in Chapter 

2) is emphasized: the imagination is touched, but so are 

feelings of "tenderness"; the "love of nature unconfined" 

(in both senses of the limitless scope of nature and the 

limitless response) but "chief," the love "Of human race" is 

evinced.^ Such emotions include 

the noble scorn 
Of tyrant pride; the fearless great resolve; 
The wonder which the dying patriot draws, 
Inspiring glory through remotest time; 
The awakened throb for virtue and for fame. 

(Autumn, 1023-1027) 

2. See Samuel H. Monk, The Sublime (New York: 
Modern Language Association, 1935; rpt. Ann Arbor: Univer
sity of Michigan Press, 1960), Chapter III, "The Sublime and 
the Pathetic," pp. Ij.3-62. 

3. Spacks discusses this passage in The Varied God, 
p. 115. ! 



131 

These notions of the lover of liberty precede an abortive 

survey of champions of liberty--"angel forms" of the "mighty 

dead" with whom the poet would "hold high converse"; but 

this survey ended up in the revised Winter (2J.22J.-529)« In 

the Autumn passage only Pitt is mentioned, in 2+5 lines which 

were added to the poem in 17Mw He is praised for taste 

(1057)# for control of the passions (1062|.-1065)» for 

"pathetic eloquence" (1066), and for attacking corruption 

(1069). These are important virtues in Thomson's growing 

theme, for in Liberty corruption is the major enemy to free

dom in the state, and in the plays it is the passions which 

can destroy both personal happiness and public virtue, 

therefore liberty. Another late passage (172j4 Winter, 656-

690) encomiasizes Chesterfield, who in addition to wisdom, 

patriotism, eloquence ("skill/To touch the finer springs 

that move the world") and other virtues and graces, has 

chiefly "that spirit which with British scorn/Rejects the 

allurements of corrupted power" (669-670). 

These encomia of British statesmen in The Seasons 

are complemented in the plays by portraits of liberty's 

champions such as Sophonisba, a Carthaginian female Cato who 

submerges all her personal desires and acts solely out of 

patriotism, and Alfred, whom Thomson and Mallet depict in 

their masque as the father of English greatness. The plays 

also show the dissolution of noble impulses by the influence 
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of the passions in the stories of Clytemnestra and Coriola-

nus. This chapter deals with the plays only to the extent 

of showing their use of the theme of liberty and the con

nections between liberty and the sublime. 

Certainly Thomson's sense of innate and inevitable 

tragedy could have been keener—he, along with Lyttelton, 

Fielding, Cibber, and others, tried to persuade Richardson 

to give Clarissa a happy ending.^ Thomson never wrote a 

tragedy of discovery and reversal, or even one of self-

realization. There is consequently a static quality in his 

plays, which are written mainly in the older heroic style. 

He is still fascinated with love-honor conflicts, for 

instance, and depicts them in Sophonisba (1730), Tancred and 

Sigismunda (174£)» and Coriolanus (17^4-8)• This does not 

mean that Thomson neglects the sentimental and the pathetic 

in his plays. He was aware of what his fellow dramatists 

were doing in this respect, and he seizes the opportunities 

which a heroine's emotional dilemma may offer him to arouse 

corresponding emotions in the audience. He tells us that he 

chose the subject of Sophonisba, for example, not only for 

its simplicity, but because it supplied "several revolutions 

of fortune; by which the passions may be excited, varied, 

and driven to their full tumult of emotion" (Preface to 

1|. Rose Mary Davis, The Good Lord Lyttelton: A 
Study in Eighteenth-Century Politics and Culture (Bethlehem, 
Pa.: Times Publishing Company, 193$)» p. 219. 
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Sophonisba, £). The fact that he chose a woman for his 

first tragic figure and played up the difficulties of the 

female lead in each of his plays except Coriolanus is 

another indicator that he was not uninfluenced by the drama 

of his time. But I do not intend to trace Thomson's 

reliance on dramatic tradition or to find his place in the 

development of the drama of his time. My concern is solely 

with his use of the theme of liberty and his depiction of 

liberty's champions. Whether the lead role be male or 

female, behind all of Thomson's strong characters the heroic 

figure of Cato can be glimpsed, and some of the plays do not 

gain from being designed as party vehicles.-* The incorrupt

ible hero, the man (or woman) who eschews private desires 

and passions for the public good, is always his ideal, and 

his theme continues to be that private indulgence eventually 

destroys the public virtues of liberty and good government. 

Only in Tancred and Slgismunda, his best play, does he admit 

momentarily a less simplified vision of emotion and respon

sibility. Even in the plays which most exploit the emotions, 

however, there is an implicit plea for the socially imposed 

control of reason, and the plays give little encouragement 

f>. Douglas Grant discusses the political implica
tions as he treats each play chronologically in James Thom
son (London: Methuen, 1951). McKillop also talks about 
politics and suggests contemporary parallels of characters 
in the plays in "Thomson and the Licensers of the Stage," 
Philological Quarterly. 37 (195>8), 



13/f 

to the seeker of pre-romantic internalization. Morris 

Golden's remark about The Castle of Indolence is apt here as 

well: "the self-enclosed mind is the final horror."^ While 

Liberty1s message is that freedom rests wholly on public 

virtue (V, 9)* in the plays it is not necessarily vice 

but passions which create the tragedies. 

In all of Thomson's work there are oppositions 

between liberty and that which threatens it: liberty versus 

luxury in Brittania, versus indolence in The Castle of 

Indolence, versus corruption, licentiousness, and the 

unchecked sway of the passions in The Seasons, Liberty, and 

the plays. The later works treat these threats to liberty 

in images of natural disorder reflecting the social disorder. 

In the plays especially, rampant passions—destroyers of 

liberty—are described in metaphors from nature as sublime 

and terrible. 

The metaphor of passion's enslavement, carried into 

the literal sense by the iteration of the theme that pas

sions are the enemies of public virtue and therefore of 

liberty, is rendered in Sophoni3ba, for example, by neat 

pairings of characters: Sophonisba and Scipio who control 

their passions, Syphax and Massinissa who are controlled by 

them. Syphax is described as passion's slave by Sophonisba, 

6. "The Imagining Self in the Eighteenth Century," 
Eighteenth-Century Studies. 3 (1969), 15. 
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who also pleads for the disinterestedness of her affection: 

True, 
He loves me with the madness of desire; 
His every passion is a slave to love; 
Nor heeds he danger where I bid him go, 
Nor leagues, nor interest. Hence these endless 

wars, 
These ravag'd countries, these successless fights, 
Sustained for Carthage; whose defence alone, 
Not love, engag^5~mymarriage-vow3 with his. 

(I, i, pp. 12-13)7 

Massinissa is a youth who, emulating Scipio, wishes 

to control his passions. He uses natural imagery in praying 

for steadiness of mind: 

Ye mysterious powers I 
Whose ways are ever-gracious, ever-just, 
As ye think wisest, best, dispose of me; 
But, whether thro1 your gloomy depths I wander, 
Or on your mountains walk; give me the calm, 
The steady, smiling soul; where wisdom sheds 
Eternal sunshine and eternal peace. 

(I, iv, p. 23) 

A set speech of Massinissa's on the same subject concludes 

Act I. Natural, supernatural, and human catastrophes are 

invoked to show the danger of rampant passions: 

What dreadful havock in the human breast 
The passions make, when, unconfin'd and mad, 
They burst unguided by the mental eye, 
The light of reason, which in various ways 
Points them to good, or turns them back from ill( 
0 save me from the tumult of the soul I 

Prom the wild beasts within!—For circling sands, 
When the swift whirlwind whelms them o'er the lands; 
The roaring deeps that to the clouds arise, 
While through the storm the darting lightning flies; 

7. Act and scene numbers are from the only complete 
edition of the plays, The Works of James Thomson, vol. II 
(London: A. Millar, 17bZ). The lines are not numbered, so I 
have provided page references also. 
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The monster-brood to which this land gives birth, 
The blazing city, and the gaping earth; 
All deaths, all tortures, in one pang combin'd, 
Are gentle to the tempest of the mind. 

. (I, v, p. 26) 

The quotation is only one example from many in which scenes 

of the natural sublime are used to describe uncontrolled 

passion. Sophonisba refers to "the black tempest of ambi

tion" (37) in Massinissa, to his "sudden stom of jealousy" 

(51) and, again to his "hasty storm" (60) of returning love. 

Massinissa compares Sophonisba1s love to "baleful lightning" 

(53)* and rage, indignation, pride, and jealousy are called 

"the tempest of the soul" (63). Laelius, Scipio's lieuten

ant, wondering at Sophonisba's freedom, compares her fury to 

winds and lightning when Massinissa promises to answer for 

her conduct: 

Yes, if in chains. Till then, believe me, prince, 
It were as safe to answer for the winds, 
That their loos'd fury will not rouse the waves, 
Or that the darted lightning will be harmless; 
As promise peace from her. (IV, iv, p. 73) 

Disturbance of the social order—and thus of 

liberty—is described in the later works in terns of natural 

disorder, but this kind of description begins with The 

Seasons. After the lines on the passions in Spring, for 

instance (275-296): 

These, and a thousand mixt emotions more, 
From ever-changing views of good and ill, 
Formed infinitely various, vex the mind 
With endless storm: whence, deeply rankling, grows 
The partial thought, a listless unconcern, 
Cold, and averting from our neighbour's good; 
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Then dark disgust and hatred, winding wiles, 
Coward deceit, and ruffian violence. 
At last, extinct each social feeling, fell 
And joyless inhumanity pervades 
And petrifies the heart. Nature disturbed 
Is deemed, vindictive, to have changed her course. 

(Spring, 297-308) 

The vice of the poatlapsarian world leads directly to the 

extinction of "each social feeling," and "Harmonious Nature" 

(258) reacts unfavorably, becoming "vindictive" (308). The 

comparison of natural and social order becomes more than an 

analogy in such passages. The best example of what McKillop 
g 

has called the "political pathetic fallacy" occurs in 

Summer, where, after describing the beauteous lands of the 

torrid zone countries, the poem continues: 

But what avails this wondrous waste of wealth, 
This gay profusion of luxurious bliss, 
This pomp of Nature? what their balmy meads, 
Their powerful herbs, and Geres void of pain? 
By vagrant birds dispersed and wafting winds, 
What their unplanted fruits? what the cool draughts, 
The ambrosial food, rich gums, and spicy health 
Their forests yield? their toiling insects what, 
Their silky pride and vegetable robes? 
Ah I what avail their fatal treasures, hid 
Deep in the bowels of the pitying earth, 
Golconda's gems, and sad Potosi's mines 
Where dwelt the gentlest children of the Sun? 
What all that Afric's golden rivers roll, 
Her odorous woods, and shining ivory stores? 
Ill-fated race I the softening arts of peace, 
Whate'er the humanizing muses teach, 
The godlike wisdom of the tempered breast, 
Progressive truth, the patient force of thought, 
Investigation calm whose silent powers 

8. Alan D. McKillop, The Background of Thomson's 
"Liberty," (Rice Institute Pamphlet, Vol. 38), Houston: 
Rice University, 1951, p. k7» See also The Background of 
Thomson's Seasons, p. 12lj.« 
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Command the world, the light that leads to Heaven, 
Kind equal rule, the government of laws, 
And all-protecting freedom which alone 
Sustains the name and dignity of man— 
These are not theirs. The parent sun himself 
Seems o'er this world of slaves to tyrannize, 
And, with oppressive ray the roseate bloom 
Of beauty blasting, gives the gloomy hue 
And feature gross—or, worse, to ruthless deeds, 
Mad jealousy, blind rage, and fell revenge 
Their fervid spirit fires ... 

The very brute creation there 
This rage partakes, and burns with horrid fire. 

(Summer, 860-890; 896-897) 

Nature is, by contrast, made to smile upon those portions of 

the earth where social harmony exists; this is the message 

of British greatness, and here Thomson the nature poet and 

Thomson the patriot are one. 

In the plays, what is a common metaphor for disorder 

of the mind becomes expanded in Thomson's usage, so that the 

disorder of nature is invoked to describe the mind torn by 

passions which will lead to disorder in the state. This is 

an extension of the device we have been examining in The 

Seasons, where nature seems to grow hostile at the abuse of 

liberty and of the laws of the social sphere. In Agamemnon 

(1738), for example, the court has been abandoned to the 

passions throughout the play, and the imagery of nature's 

wayward forces is used to describe it. Clytemnestra refers 

to Agamemnon's return as a "rising stoim" (1'18), the same 

phrase which Melisander uses to describe Egisthus' dis

pleasure before Egisthus banishes the old courtier (179). 

Melisander calls the atmosphere of flattery and deceit in 
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the court "fogs" (156), and Clytemnestra refers to the 

"parting fogs" (183) of her discovery and the "deepning 

gloom, with unknown terrors big" (174) of her future, as 

well as the "mighty sea" (174) of her doubts and fears. 

Areas, Melisander's friend, experiences a "storn of indig

nation" (156) at Egisthus1 tyranny, and Egisthus' villains 

"Hang in black clouds around him" (162). 

In Tancred and Sigismunda, Tancred1s reaction to 

Siffredi*s perfidy is described in storm metaphors: 

Rodolpho says "A storm is in the wind" before the will is 

read, and he notices a "gathering cloud" and "the doubling 

tempest" frowning on Tancred1s face (371). Siffredi refers 

to the "storm" of Tancred1s displeasure (376), and Tancred 

mentions the "tempest" of his rage (382) and the "stormy 

gusts" of his pride (384). Later in the play Siffredi com

pares Tancred's passions to "lightning" (416), a "torrent" 

(417), and a "tempest" (419). 

Again in Coriolanus imagery from the natural sublime 

is used for the passions: Coriolanus" pride is a "latent 

tempest" (461); the "cloud" of Roman exile obscures his 

glory; his wish for vengeance is a "storm" (468, 512); and 

he finds himself in an "abyss of woes" (463). The Vol-

scians1 wish for war is a "torrent" (J4.9Z4.), and Tullus com

pares his indignation at his eclipse by Coriolanus to 

volcanic fire (503). 
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If scenes of nature's disorder represent the pas

sions, which are set in opposition to liberty, then we might 

reasonably expect to find pleasing images of nature used in 

connection with liberty. Addison had given warrant for such 

a juxtaposition when he said, while discussing "greatness" 

or sublimity as a source of the pleasures of the imagination 

that "a spacious Horizon is an Image of Liberty" (Spectator 

No. i}12). So, too, in Thomson a "stretching Landskip" 

brings liberty to mind, as in this prospect scene from 

Summer: 

Heavenst what a goodly prospect spreads around, 
Of hills, and dales, and woods, and lawns, and 
spires, 

And glittering towns, and gilded streams, till all 
The stretching landskip into smoke decays I 
Happy Britannia! where the Queen of Arts, 
Inspiring vigour, Liberty, abroad 
Walks unconfined even to thy farthest cots, 
And scatters plenty with unsparing hand. 

(Summer, 

These connections of liberty with the sublime had 

been made before Addison. Wotton, in his Reflections Upon 

Ancient and Modern Learning (1694)* had this to say about 

liberty and "that true Enthusiastick Rage": 

It is Liberty alone which inspires Men with Lofty 
Thoughts, and elevates their Souls to a higher 
Pitch than Rules of Art can direct. Books of 
Rhetorick make Men Copious and Methodical; but 
they alone can never infuse that true Enthusi
astick Rage which Liberty breaths into their 
Souls who enjoy it.9 

9. Spingarn, Critical Essays of the Seventeenth 
Century, III, 211. 
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Wotton connects liberty with sublime thoughts, especially 

those of art, while Addison connects it with sublime land

scapes. Thomson follows Wotton in making central in Liberty 

the idea that great art is both the product and the trans

mitter of liberty. He follows Addison in connecting liberty 

with the natural world, particularly the natural sublime. 

Ralph Cohen explains how, in The Seasons, liberty "becomes 

identified with the reciprocal harmony of nature and of 

man," as Thomson uses a particular vocabulary to talk about 

the land, the state, social behavior, and art.^® Certain 

words like liberal and lavish recur in these different con

texts, since liberality, freedom, generosity, and lavishness 

are seen as prime virtues of the social man and the husband

man alike. 

Thomson uses various characters in the plays to 

predict the "harmony of nature and of man" which will result 

when liberty's champion--Sophonisba, Alfred, Tancred—is 

restored to power. A baron in the senate of Sicily, for 

example, has this speech in Tancred and Sigismunda: 

Methinks, I see again 
Those gentle days renew'd, that bless'd our isle, 
Ere by this wasteful fury of division, 
Worse than our Aetna's most destructive fires, 
It desolated sunk. I see our plains 
Unbounded waving with the gifts of harvest; 
Our seas with commerce throng'd, our busy ports 

10. The Unfolding of The Seasons (London: Routledge 
and Kegan Paul^ 1970), pp. 62-63. 
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With chearful toil. Our Enna blooms afresh; 
Afresh the sweets of thymy Hybla flow. 

(II, iv, p. 368) 

In Tom Thumb Fielding mocks Thomson's use of sympa

thetic nature ("All nature wears one universal grin,11 I, i, 

5), his repetition ("Oh, happy, happy, happy, happy Thumb!" 

I, iii, 69), and his difficulty at depicting passions with

out artifice (especially "Qht Huncamunca, Huncamunca, oht" 

II, v, 1, 5, lAf.)• But Thomson's use of devices such as 

repetition and hyperbaton in the plays is at least evidence 

of his attempt to come to terms with a wider problem of 

Augustan drama—the question of how best to paint the pas

sions. He refers to Shakespeare, Otway, and Rowe in his one 

critical statement on the question: 

Your taste rejects the glittering false sublime, 
To sigh in metaphor, and die in rhime. 
High rant is tumbled from his gallery throne: 
Description, dreams—nay similes are gone. 

What shall we then? to please you how devise 
Whose judgment sits not in your ears and eyes? 
Thrice happy I could we catch great Shakespear's art, 
To trace the deep recesses of the heart; 
His simple plain sublime, to which is given 
To strike the soul with darted flame from heaven. 

(Prologue to Tancred and Slffismunda, 15-21^.) 

These lines do not indicate a real rejection of metaphor, 

description, or any of the devices of the rhetorical sub

lime, but a reapplication to Longinus' first source of the 

sublime—greatness of conception. The plays bear out this 

interpretation in their concern with the theme of liberty. 
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Another important motif in Thomson's treatment of 

this theme comes from the idea of the Gothic translatio. 

Samuel Kliger has described how eighteenth-century English

men thought of the Goths—a term used indiscriminately of 

northern peoples generally—as the receptacles of liberty 

during the period between the fall of Rome and the rise of 

Britain.^ Winter contains this passage describing the 

Gothic invaders: 

Wide o'er the spacious regions of the north, 
That see Bootes urge his tardy wain, 
A boisterous race, by frosty Caurus pierced, 
Who little pleasure know and fear no pain. 
Prolific swarm. They once relumed the flame 
Of lost mankind in polished slavery sunk; 
Drove martial horde on horde, with dreadful sweep 
Resistless rushing o'er the enfeebled south, 
And gave the vanquished world another form. 

(Winter, 835-81*2) 

Thomson was close enough to Sir William Temple's specula

tions on the influence of climate (in "Of Poetry") that the 

superiority of the hardy northerners over the peoples of the 

"enfeebled south" had great appeal for him. He had also 

read Tatler No. 161, where Addison, travelling in the Alps, 

finds "a Paradise amidst the Wildness of those cold, hoary 

Landskips," because the Goddess of Liberty inhabits the 

11. The Goths in England (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 1952). Klxger describes how the tern Goth 
came to be applied to Germanic invaders of Britain, and he 
recounts contemporary descriptions of continuous traditions 
of democratic institutions in Gothic groups. 
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rugged country. ̂  Thomson made of the northern tran3latio a 

metaphor for his feelings about the connection of liberty, 

virtue, and the wild landscapes that constituted the natural 

sublime. For if virtue is a prerequisite of liberty, then 

liberty can best survive as far as possible from the deceit 

and sophistication of cities and courts. Again and again in 

the plays there recurs the idea of a wild, uninhabited 

country which furnishes a refuge for liberty or for 

liberty's champions, from which they return to re-establish 

an order which had been destroyed by corruption. Some per

mutation of this notion of liberty's wild refuge is present 

in five out of Thomson's six dramatic pieces, only excepting 

Edward and Eleonora. As we shall see, however, there is 

some lack of consistency in Thomson's application of the 

metaphor. 

Sophonisba contains one of the best examples: when a 

maid urges hope in Carthage's present troubles, the Queen 

replies: 

Hope lives not here, 
Pled with her sister Liberty beyond 
The Garamantian hills, to some steep wild, 
Some undiscover'd country, where the foot 
Of Roman cannot come. (I, iii, p. 19) 

Massinissa's real experience parallels the allegori

cal flight of hope and liberty, for he did find refuge in 

12. See McKillop, Background of Thomson'3 
"Liberty." p. 17. 
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"the Garamantian hills" when Syphax usurped his throne, and 

when he has progressed through a period in which his pas

sions have enslaved him, he meets Scipio's reminder of his 

duty by asking in "what inchanted wilds" he has been wander

ing (V, ii, p. 87). 

In Agamemnon the translatio motif finds expression 

in the character of Melisander, the Queen's old and wise 

confidant whom Egisthus banishes to a "desart isle" so that 

he can pursue his scheme of seduction. In Melisander1 s 

story, Thomson makes a familiar appeal to pathos by describ

ing the marooned man as he had done in the episode of the 

castaway in Summer 939-958* Moreover, the exile of 

Melisander extends the political allegory of Agamemnon: by 

rejecting good counsel (Bolingbroke?) England became the 

prey of Walpole.^3 

But lost with him, 
With Melisander, reason, honour, pride, 
Truth, sound advice, my better genius fledj 
I friendless, flatter'd, importun'd and charm1d, 
Was left alone with all-seducing love. 

(I, i, p. 115) 

For Clytemnestra the consequences were her loss of honor, 

but for the country, loss of liberty. As in the castaway 

13. Clytemnestra represents Queen Caroline, 
Egisthus Walpole, and Agamemnon—quite inappropriately— 
George II, who made an extended visit to Hanover (May 1736' 
January 1737) while Thomson was writing the play. See 
Douglas Grant, James Thomson, pp. 178-181. Unfortunately 
many parts of the story did not fit, and Caroline died 
before the play could be produced. 
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passage, Melisander's desert island becomes the refuge of 

liberty: 

Yet here, even here, into these black abodes 
Of monsters, unappalled, from stooping Rome 
And guilty Caesar, Liberty retired, 
Her Cato following through Numidian wilds— 

(Summer, 951-954) 

There is no ambiguity about what Melisander's virtues con

sist of; even Egisthus, in defending his banishment of the 

old counselor to the King, details them while trying to 

condemn: 

A certain stubborn virtue, 
I would say affectation of blunt virtue, 
Beneath whose outside froth, fermenting lay 
Pride, envy, faction, turbulence of soul, 
And democratic views, in some sort made him 
A secret traitor, equally unfit 
Or to obey or rule. But that I check'd 
His early treasons, here at your return, 
You might have found your kingdom a republic. 

(II, v, p. 12|.2) 

Though reason returns to the court with Melisander, liberty 

is not restored because Egisthus1 schemes are too far in 

train, and Agamemnon is murdered as we anticipate. 

Thomson and Mallet's masque, Alfred (17^0), though a 

collaboration, uses the theme of the wild refuge of the 

champion of liberty for its dramatic organization. Alfred, 

defeated by the Danes at Chippenham, "found himself obliged 

to retire into the little isle of Athelney in Somersetshire; 

a place then rough with woods and of difficult access. 

There, in the habit of a peasant, he lived unknown, for some 

time, in a shepherd's cottage" ("Argument," p. 205). The 
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Corin: 

Nature1 s own hand 
Hath planted round a deep defence of woods, 
The sounding ash, the mighty oak; each tree 
A sheltering grove: and choak'd up all between 
With wild encumbrance of perplexing thorns, 
And horrid brakes. Beyond this woody verge, 
Two rivers broad and rapid hem us in. 
Along their channel spreads the gulphy pool, 
And trembling quagmire, whose deceitful green 
Betrays the foot it tempts. One path alone 
Minds to this plain, so roughly difficult, 
This single arm, poor shepherd as I am, 
Could well dispute it with twice twenty Danes. 

(I, i, pp. 205-209) 

The Earl of Devon finds Alfred's retreat and is encouraged 

to go to defend the last fortress of the English. He 

returns triumphant, with news of the country rallying 

against the Danes, but before his return, an old hermit, 

"Purg'd from the stormy cloud of human passions," (218) has 

shown Alfred a vision of future monarchs of England: Edward 

III, Elizabeth, and William III. All are special champions 

of liberty, and the passages dealing with Elizabeth are 

particularly notable. 

Yet she shall crown this happy isle with peace, 
With arts, with riches, grandeur and renown; 
And quell, by turns, the madness of her foes. 
As when the winds, from different quarters, urge 
The tempest on our shore: secure, the cliffs 
Repel its idle rage, and pour it back, 
In broken billows, foaming to the main. 

(II, iii, p. 236) 

The simile recalls the lines from Brittania in which the 

goddess describes her destruction of the Spanish Armada: 
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Then too from every promontory chill, 
Rank fen, and cavern where the wild wave works, 
I swept confederate winds, and swelled a storm. 
Round the glad isle, snatched by the vengeful blast, 
The scattered remnants drove; on the blind shelve, 
And pointed rock that marks the indented shore, 
Relentless dashed, where loud the northern main 
Howls through the fractured Caledonian isles. 

(82-89) 

The sublime display of nature in defense of English nation

alism is a favorite notion of Thomson's, as he demonstrates 

here and in his treatment of the Northern transference of 

liberty in Winter and in Liberty. The visions ended, a 

"venerable Bard, Aged and blind,11 sings the ode, "Rule, 

Brittania," whose refrain emphasizes the freedom of Britons 

and whose lines are the most famous which Thomson wrote. 

The masque closes as the hermit exhorts Alfred to go forth 

and realize Britain's destiny of excellence in commerce, 

arts, and arms, thus restoring Liberty's champion from his 

rugged exile. 

Tancred and Sigismunda uses the exile theme in its 

examination of the question whether passions and public 

virtue are in simple opposition to each other. Tancred is 

the heir to the Sicilian throne and has been raised in a 

sylvan retreat by the old counsellor Siffredi. Tancred's 

"exile" is necessitated by usurpation, corruption in the 

state, and tyranny—we expect him to emerge as the champion 

of liberty. When the old King dies, Siffredi reveals 

Tancred as heir, and the younger man greets the discovery 
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with an invocation to the sublimity of providence, the 

"wonder-working Hand/That, in majestic silence, sways at 

will/The mighty movements of unbounded nature" (I, iii, 

p. 352). But with this revelation Sigismunda now has 

Tancred's former worry--that of being unworthy of her 

lover—and as she wishes for the "tender calm" she and 

Tancred enjoyed "in the woods of Belmont" (355)* Thomson 

makes the wilds a refuge for the private life of the pas

sions rather than of public virtue: 

0 that we 
In those blest woods, where first you won my soul, 
Had pass'd our gentle days; far from the toil 
And pomp of courts 1 (I, vi, p. 359) 

The translatio motif figures largely in Coriolanus. 

The Volscians, though peoples of Latium, are described as if 

they were the warlike, freedom-loving Goths who conquered 

Rome some five centuries after this period: They discuss 

their "Alpin" villages (lj-98) and their "cantons" (I4J4.9)• 

Rome, which ha3 rejected Coriolanus, is "A city grown an 

enemy to virtue" (Ij.62), and the Volscians receive him as if 

his arrival were some cosmic turn of fate: 

Strange event t 
This is thy work, almighty providence I 
Whose power, beyond the stretch of human thought, 
Revolves the orbs of empire; bids them sink 
Deep in the deadning night of thy displeasure, 
Or rise majestic o'er a wondering world. 

(II, iii, pp. lj.66-lj.67) 
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Coriolanus himself supports this view, and describes in sub

lime terms the power he feels his Volscian refuge gives him: 

Immortal gods 1 
I am new-made, and wonder at myself I 
A little while ago, and I was nothing; 
A powerless reptile, crawling on the earth, 
Curs'd with a soul that restless wish'd to wield 
The bolts of Jove 1 I dwelt in Erebus, 
I wander1d thro1 the hopeless gloom of hell, 
Stung with revenge, tormented by the furies ) 
Now, Tullus, like a god, you draw me thence, 
Throne me amidst the skies, with tempest charg'd, 
And put the ready thunder in my hand J 

(I, iv, pp. l4.57-lj.58) 

Coriolanus is hailed as a champion of liberty, but 

proves in the end to be a prideful tyrant. He had been 

described in equivocal terms even by his friend Galesus at 

the beginning: 

The vigorous soil whence his heroic virtues 
Luxuriant rise, if not with careful hand 
Severely weeded, teems with imperfections. 
His lofty spirit brooks no opposition. 
His rage, if once offended, knows no bounds. 14-

(II, i, p. i+61) 

Volusius and Tullus realize that Coriolanus1 help 

has become a tyranny for the Volscians, and they conspire to 

destroy him at the end of the play. Volusius asserts that 

II4-. That a rough upbringing such as Coriolanus1 

could have disadvantages as well as advantages is a twist on 
the exile theme which Thomson may have adopted from a 
curious little book in his library, the Marques Virgilio 
Malvezzi's Considerations upon the Lives of Alcibiades and 
Corialanus [sicj (London: Humphrey Moseley, 1650}. At the 
beginning of his comments on Coriolanus, Malvezzi compares 
the advantages of the vigorous but barren wild tree and the 
fruitful but tender husbanded variety (pp. 176—179)• His 
point is never very clear, however. 
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the blow is being struck for liberty, and he uses natural 

imagery to praise Tullus1 resolution, "breaking from the 

cloud, which, like the sun, Thy own bounteous beams had 

drawn around thee (IV, v, p. 503). 

The exile theme is used elsewhere in the play to 

support a debate between Galesus and Tullus on the merits of 

war. Tullus sees the struggle with Rome as a battle for 

independence, but Galesus takes a more philosophic view, 

wishing for a life more in tune with nature, with war 

banished: 

0 mortals I mortals! when will you, content 
With nature's bounty, that in fuller flow, 
Still as your labours open more its sources, 
Abundant gushes o'er the happy world; 
When will you banish violence, and outrage, 
To dwell with beasts of prey in woods and desarts? 

(II, i, pp. l4.59-il.6O) 

Later in the play Tullus tells Galesus that war is the 

"safeguard" of liberty, an instrument "to quell proud 

tyrants, and to free mankind," and that it is philosophy and 

sages who should be exiled: 

These soothing dreams of philosophic quiet 
Are only fit for unfrequented shades. 
The sage should quit the busy bustling world 
111 suited to his gentle meditations, 
And in some desert find that peace he loves. 

(IV, ii, p. lj.93) 

In Tancred and Sigismunda and Coriolanus, then, Thomson uses 

his theme in different ways: the wilds in one place are seen 

as the refuge for public virtue, in another as refuge for the 

private life of the passions, in still another as a place of 
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banishment for evil acts or men who should be ostracized. 

Thomson comes back to his simplistic view of the passions 

versus liberty at the end of Coriplanus. Galesus is not 

allowed to point a moral about the futility of war as he 

stands over the body of Coriolanus and orders the conspira

tors led off; instead, his remarks, once more in natural 

imagery, are about passions: 

These, when the angry tempest clouds the soul, 
May darken reason, and her course controul; 
But when the prospect clears, her startled eye 
Must from the treacherous gulph with horror fly, 
On whose wild wave, by stormy passions tost, 
So many hopeless wretches have been lost. 
Then be this truth the star by which we steer, 
Above ourselves our COUNTRY should be dear. 

(V, iv, p. 522) 

Each of the ideas we have been examining in The 

Seasons and the plays—the opposition of liberty to corrup

tion, luxury, and the unchecked sway of the passionsj the 

equation of the mind ruled by passions with the disorder of 

nature; the emphasis on the "goodly prospects" and spacious 

landscapes of a land where liberty reigns; and the idea of a 

wild refuge for liberty in exile—each of these ideas fur

nishes connections between the theme of liberty and the 

imagery of the natural sublime, and each is most fully 

represented in Thomson's long poem, Liberty, which we will 

now examine in detail. 

Liberty (1735-6) could not be more unlike The 

Seasons in its success as poetry, but as progress and 
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panorama it closely resembles the universal survey of The 

Seasons: the limitlessness, in space and time, of Liberty's 

reign, like nature's sway, is cyclical (until its "Golden 

Age" in Britain), powerful, and evocative of an aesthetic 

response which leaves no doubt that the poem is in the sub

lime mode. The progress of Liberty depicted in the poem 

makes it something of a minor epic, and though it seems to 

have been received as a political statement—a piece of 

"Whig panegyric"^—there is no evidence that this reception 

accorded with Thomson's intentions in the poem. Thomson was 

not, after all, lamenting the departure of the Goddess of 

Liberty from England, but extolling the sure place of free

dom there. Thomson had written a poem for the Opposition in 

Brittania (1729).^ But that poem and others which stoked 

party fires—Glover's Leonidas (1737) for example—were 

written in deprecation of the state of affairs in England, 

not in praise of it. 

Thomson was misled by Longinus' first source of sub

limity—greatness of conception—into supposing that this 

grand subject could not fail to produce a great poem. The 

15- Alan D. McKillop, The Backgro.und of Thomson's 
"Liberty,11 Rice Institute Pamphlet: Monograph in English, 
Vol. 3^» No. 2 (Houston, Texas: Rice University, 1951), 
914.-99. See also McKillop's "The Early History of Thomson's 
Liberty," MLQ, 11 (1950), 307-316. 

16. John Edwin Wells, "Thomson's Brittania," Modern 
Philology, i|.0 (1942), 43-56. 



central idea of Liberty has an even more regrettable depend

ence on Longinus. In the last chapter of the Peri Hupsos 

Longinus takes up the question whether "democracy nurtures 

greatness" and freedom "nourishes and encourages the 

thoughts of the great. Liberty is an extended, affirma

tive answer to this question. Longinus, though he considers 

the notion somewhat hackneyed, gives an answer in agreement 

with Thomson's homiletic themes on the reasons for the 

decline of liberty and art. Longinus wonders "whether what 

destroys great minds is not the peace of the world, but the 

unlimited war which lays hold on our desires, and all the 

passions which beset and ravage our modern life." 

The moment wealth opens the way into cities and 
houses, extravagance also enters and dwells therein. 
These evils then become chronic in people's lives, 
and, as the philosophers say, nest and breed. They 
are soon busy producing offspring: greed, pride, 
and luxury are their all too legitimate children. 
If these offspring of wealth are allowed to mature, 
they breed in turn those inexorable tyrants of the 
soul, insolence, lawlessness, and shamelessness. 
It is an inevitable process. Men will no longer 
open their eyes or give thought to their reputation 
with posterity. The ruin of their lives is grad
ually consummated in a cycle of such vices. Great
ness of mind wanes, fades, and loses its attraction 
when men spend their admiration on their mortal 
parts and neglect to develop the immortal. 

For Thomson, there is no question that liberty is "the 

source of free philosophy" (Argument of Liberty, Part II) 

17# 'Longinus' on Sublimity, trans. Russell, p. £1 

18. Ibid., p. 52. 
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and the nurse of art. Moreover, the sole enemy of liberty 

is not violence but corruption: 

•Unless corruption first deject the pride 
And guardian vigour of the free-born soul,' 
All crude attempts of violence are vain; 
For, firm within, and while at heart untouched, 
Ne'er yet by force was freedom overcome. 
But, soon as Independence stoops the head, 
To vice enslaved and vice-created wants, 
Then to some foul corrupting hand, whose waste 
These heightened wants with fatal bounty feeds— 
Prom man to man the slackening ruin runs, 
Till the whole 3tate unnerved in slavery sinks.1 

(Liberty II, ^90-500) 

The poem begins with the muse turning to "the death 

of mighty nations" (13) for subject and to the vocabulary of 

the sublime for treatment: thought "Unfettered ranges" (2d.) 

and is "Snatched by these wonders" (21) of the prospect of 

Rome: 

scattered wide around, awful, and hoar, 
Lies, a vast monument, once glorious Rome, 
The tomb of empire I (I, 17-19) 

The scene is described as both "solemn" (23) and "dread" 

(1|4), while the Goddess of Liberty is a "fair majestic 

power," (25) "Sublime of port" (31). Rome, which is also 

"sublime" (lj.5), is "awful, and hoar" (17) in her decline, 

but in her power she "awed the subject world" (I4 .8).  

The whole of Part I, "Ancient and Modern Italy Com

pared, " gives scope for Thomson's talents of contrast. His 

view of republican Rome, for instance, reconciles even 

mountains, roads, and waterways to a scheme of order and 
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subjection to the city-state: 

•See distant mountains leave their valleys dry, 
And o'er the proud arcade their tribute pour, 
To lave imperial Rome. For ages laid, 
Deep, massy, firm, diverging every way, 
With tombs of heroes sacred, see her roads— 
By various nations trod and suppliant kings, 
With legions flaming or with triumph gay.1 

(I, 67-73) 

Contrasted with this view is the turmoil both of nature and 

society occasioned by the lapse of freedom: 

Oppression, come ! and in thy works rejoice I 
See nature's richest plains to putrid fens 
Turned by thy fury. From their cheerful bounds, 
See razed the enlivening village, farm, and seat. 

(I, 12^-127) 

Disorder and waste characterize Italy after this change, and 

the effects are seen both in nature and in the products of 

civilization, cities and roads: 

•Tis all one desert, desolate, and grey, 
Grazed by the sullen buffalo alone; 
And, where the rank uncultivated growth 
Of rotting ages taints the passing gale, 
Beneath the baleful blast the city pines, 
Or sinks enfeebled, or infected burns. 
Beneath it mourns the solitary road, 
Rolled in rude mazes o'er the abandoned waste; 
While ancient ways, ingulfed, are seen no more.' 

(I, 135-111-3) 

The "political pathetic fallacy" appears in the mountains' 

reaction to Oppression. Where before they left their 

valleys dry to "lave imperial Rome,11 now 

Thy mountains, too, profuse 
Where savage nature blooms, seem their sad plaint 
To raise against thy desolating rod. 

(I, 11^5-1^4-7) 
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This first section makes clear that Rome forfeited her 

liberty "By vice unmanned and a licentious rule" (22k.) and, 

though Britain is now called by the Goddess of Liberty "my 

best established, last,/And more than Greece or Rome, my 

steady reign" (316-317)* yet the English can still learn 

from Rome's fall: 

Learn hence, if such the miserable fate 
Of an heroic race, the masters once 
Of humankind, what, when deprived of me, 
How grievous must be thine? 

(I, 322-325) 

The reader is made aware that England is the destination of 

liberty's progress when the Goddess appears initially with 

"her bright temples bound with British oak" (I, 29). 

The connections between political liberty and art 

are only later made clear in the extensive sections praising 

the art of Italy (I, 228-2lj.9) and Greece (II, 272-390), and 

in Thomson's alliance of the arts in support of public vir

tue ("To public virtue thus the smiling arts,/Unblemished 

hand-maidens served; the graces they/To dress this fairest 

Venus," II, 365-367).^ T*16 Goddess of Liberty finally 

becomes, in her conversation with the poet, the representa

tive of the arts, which are the transmitters of the history 

and lessons of liberty's progress. The artists have been 

19. See McKillop, Background of Thomson's 
"Liberty," p. 67. 
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transported witii the moral exaltation of liberty's glory; 

If not by them, on monumental brass, 
On sculptured marble, on the deathless page 
Impressed, renown had left no trace behind: 
In vain, to future times, the sage had thought, 
The legislator planned, the hero found 
A beauteous death, the patriot toiled in vain. 
The awarders they of fame1s immortal wreath I 
They rouse ambition, they the mind exalt, 
Give great ideas, lovely forms infuse, 
Delight the general eye, and, dressed by them, 
The moral Venus glows with double charms.20 

(V, 389-399) 

In Part II, "Greece," begins the long progress of 

power and liberty from "the first uniting of neighbouring 

families into civil government" (Argument of Part II) to 

Egypt, Persia, and the eastern countries, thence to Greece, 

to Rome, to the Goths, and finally to England. At the 

beginning of this cycle, Thomson depicts parties of the 

first social contract, whose "simpler arts were all their 

simple wants/Had urged to light" (II, 15-16), in the same 

innocent terms as the Laplanders of Winter: 

They ask no more than simple Nature gives; 
They love their mountains and enjoy their storms. 
No false desires, no pride-created wants, 
Disturb the peaceful current of their time, 
And through the restless ever-tortured maze 
Of pleasure or ambition bid it rage. 

(Winter, 8^5-850) 

20. In The Sister Arts: The Tradition of Literary 
Pictorialism and English Poetry from Dryden to Gray (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1958), Jean H. Hagstrum notes 
the relationship of this passage to Pope's Temple of Fame 
(p. 2l\.6). 
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It is not my purpose to review the excellent criti-

21 
cism of primitivism in Thomson's work, but to note simply 

that because Thomson feels corruption and licentiousness to 

be enemies of social virtue, whenever he refrains for a 

while from his praise of civilization and industry, he 

exalts the freedom from "pride-created wants" which keeps 

primitive peoples from conflict with men and nature. But he 

is not a "pure" primitivist in the sense that he does not 

ignore the grossness which may attach to a life where sur

vival is the only possible concern, any more than he ignores 

the evils which sophistication and civilization may bring. 

Neither his qualified primitivism nor his use of rugged 

natural scenes to furnish a refuge for liberty can be derived 

from the glorification of the "noble savage" in literature 

of this period and earlier. For Thomson the only theatre of 

virtue was society. 

It is "mysterious superstition" which causes liberty 

to desert the Egyptians, "For yielded reason speaks the soul 

a slave" (II, 56, 60), and the Persians, though at first 

"frugal" and "sober," "thence reversed/Into luxurious waste" 

(II, 71-7^). 

21. See especially Lois Whitney's Primitivism and 
the Idea of Progress in English Popular Literature of the 
Eighteenth Century (Baltimore: John Hopkins Press, 1934)» 
Raymond D. Havens' "Primitivism and the Idea of Progress in 
Thomson," Studies in Philology, 29 (1932), ij.1-52, and 
McKillop's discussion of the subject in Background of Thom
son' s Seasons, Chapter III, "The Golden Age. 
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Thomson's description of liberty's reign among the 

Greeks is accompanied with the highest praise of philosophy, 

government, and the arts. But from 

Clear sunny climates, by the breezy main, 
Ionian or Aegean, tempered kind: 
Light, airy soils: a country rich and gay, 
Broke into hills with balmy odours crowned, 
And, bright with purple harvest, joyous vales: 

(II, 90-9i|) 

once "benumbed/By loose dejected sloth and fear" (397-398), 

the Greeks too are subjected to the seeming revolt of nature: 

The sun himself seems, angry, to regard 
Of light unworthy the degenerate race, 
And fires them oft with pestilential rays— 
While earth, blue poison steaming on the skies, 
Indignant shakes them from her troubled sides. 

(II, 14-13-^17) 

The Roman history which Liberty relates in Part III 

is a repetition of the Greek cycle, though Thomson attempts 

to differentiate it: 

'Here from the fairer, not the greater, plan 
Of Greece I varied; whose unmixing states, 
By the keen soul of emulation pierced, 
Long waged alone the bloodless war of arts, 
And their best empire gained. But to diffuse 
O'er men an empire was my purpose now— 

(III, 78-83) 

Much of this section of the poem lauds the political virtues 

of Rome and her accomplishments in government--not the least 

of which, to the poet, was the restoration of liberty to the 

Greek states (III, 257-327). But the eclipse of Roman vir

tue is described more extensively than that of any other 
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government: 

Besides, destructive, from the conquered east 
In the soft plunder came that worst of plagues, 
The pestilence of mind, a fevered thirst 
For the false joys which luxury prepares. 
Unworthy joys t 

Hence Roman virtue slackened into sloth, 
Security relaxed the softening state, 
And the broad eye of government lay closed. 
No more the laws inviolable reigned, 
And public weal no more: but party raged, 
And partial power and licence unrestrained 
Let discord through the deathful city loose. 

'Thus luxury, dissension, a mixed rage 
Of boundless pleasure and of boundless wealth, 
Want wishing change, and waste-repairing war, 
Rapine for ever lost to peaceful toil, 
Guilt unatoned, profuse of blood revenge, 
Corruption all avowed, and lawless force, 
Each heightening each, alternate shook the state. 

(Ill, 372-376, 383-389, lj.Oli.-l4.IO) 

The end of Part III describes the Gothic translatio: the 

transference of the power and liberty of the Roman world to 

the Gothic invaders whose political zenith comes at Charle

magne's crowning as ruler of the Holy Roman Empire, and who 

in turn transmit their heritage to the Anglo-Saxon states 

which will become the English nation. The Goths are not 

fitted to be holders of liberty's standard by reason of 

political sophistication or civilization, but rather by a 

negative virtue: in their rough northern vigor they are the 

antithesis of the slick and civilized corruption of decaying 

Rome. Fittingly, their homeland lias the impressive land

scape of the natural sublime which Addison noted as the 

refuge of liberty in Tatler No. 161 and which Thomson 
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described in his plays: 

A sullen land of lakes, and fens immense, 
Of rocks, resounding torrents, gloomy heaths, 
And cruel deserts black with sounding pine, 
Where nature frowns—though sometimes into smiles 
She softens, and immediate at the touch 
Of southern gales throws from the sudden glebe 
Luxuriant pasture and a waste of flowers. 
But, cold-compressed, when the whole-loaded heaven 
Descends in snow, lost in one white abrupt 
Lies undistinguished Earth; and, seized by frost, 
Lakes, headlong streams, and floods, and oceans 

sleep. 
Yet there life glows; the furry millions there 
Deep-dig their dens beneath the sheltering snows: 
And there a race of men prolific swarms, 
To various pain, to little pleasure used, 
On whom keen-parching beat Riphaean winds, 
Hard like their soil, and like their climate fierce, 
The nursery of nations!—These I roused, 
Drove land on land, on people people poured, 
Till from almost perpetual night they broke 
As if in search of day, and o'er the banks 
Of yielding empire, only slave-sustained, 
Resistless raged—in vengeance urged by me. 

(Ill, 516-538) 

There is a more particular reminder of Addison's 

discovery of "a Paradise amidst the Mildness" of the rough 

Alpine mountains—because liberty abides there—in Part IV, 

where the Goddess describes the same landscape, "where the 

Leman pure emits the Rhone": 

Even, cheered by me, their shaggy mountains charm 
More than or Gallic or Italian plains. 

(IV, 3bb-3k5) 

Thus in Liberty as in his other works, Thomson has 

two distinct ways of bringing the natural sublime into dis

cussions of political liberty: in one sense the fierce land

scapes of these passages become a refuge for liberty which 
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has been repelled by the vices of more civilized lands; in 

another sense "Nature disturbed/Is deemed, vindictive, to 

have changed her course" to punish such vices. 

Regardless of Thomson's Gothic sympathies, however, 

he confines his remarks to the accepted theory of his time 

dealing with the translatio, and he does not at any place in 

his works indulge a taste for the medieval Gothicism of the 

2? 
moonlit ruins sort. & The connection between the natural 

sublime and the theme of liberty which his poetry demon

strates has solely to do with rugged or expansive landscapes 

and not with artificial monuments. The ruins of Rome, 

touchstones for the whole survey of Liberty, are a different 

matter entirely: the transport they engender is not the 

"melancholy" or "romantic" mood, but an earlier sense of the 

sublime—that of enthusiasm, in a nearly literal sense, 

heralded by the appearance of the Goddess: 

Snatched by these wonders to that world where 
thought 

Unfettered ranges, fancy's magic hand 
Led me anew o'er all the solemn scene, 
Still in the mind's pure eye more solemn dressed: 

22. An exception might be the lines which Thomson 
apparently borrowed from Pope's ELoisa to Abelard in Act IV 
of Tancred and Sigismunda: 

Methought in those sad moments, 
The tombs around, the saints, the darken'd altar, 
And all the trembling shrines with horror shook. 

(IV, i, p. 1+03) 
But here the literary reference has the specific function of 
reminding us how Sigismunda's love, like Eloisa's, profanes 
the sacred ceremony she has just been through. 
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When straight, methought, the fair majestic power 
Of Liberty appeared. (I, 21-26) 

Several points having to do with the translatio sug

gest that Thomson did not uncritically accept all of the 

Gothic myth. Connected as it was with the Parliamentarians 

of the seventeenth century and the Whigs of the eighteenth, 

Gothic praise tended to insist on a very early institution 

of Constitutional democracy by the Anglo-Saxons and to stress 

the need for limitation of monarchic power. Thomson post

pones the entrance of the commons into the parliamentary 

scheme until after Magna Carta (IV, 791ff.) rather than 

attributing commons representation to Saxon custom, and he 

praises the vigorous exercise of royal power under Elizabeth 

(IV, 923-946).23 

An extended passage of personification describes the 

welcome given the Goddess of Liberty at her arrival in 

Britain. The Genius of the Deep—expressive of England's 

boasted sea power—comes to accompany her and is described 

in the sublime style which characterized the first verses of 

the poem: 

As o'er the wave-resounding deep 
To my near reign, the happy isle, I steered 
With easy wing—behold! from surge to surge 
Stalked the tremendous Genius of the Deep. 
Around him clouds in mingled tempest hung; 
Thick flashing meteors crowned his starry head; 
And ready thunder reddened in his hand, 

23. McKillop discusses these points in Background 
of Thomson's "Liberty," p. 93. 
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Or from it streamed compressed the gloomy cloud. 
Where'er he looked, the trembling waves recoiled. 
He needs but strike the conscious flood, and shook 
Prom shore to shore, in agitation dire, 
It work3 his dreadful will. (IV, 393-Ij-Olj.) 

Liberty is joined by the allegorical figures who support her 

reign: Courage, Compassion ("That Virtue ... Of various 

name"), Justice, Sincerity, Thoughtful Power, Retirement, 

and Independence, who is described in terms which forecast 

the praise of Pitt and Chesterfield: 

Nought can his firmness shake, nothing seduce 
His zeal, still active for the commonweal; 
Nor stormy tyrants, nor corruption's tools, 
Foul ministers, dark-working by the force 
Of secret-sapping gold. (IV, 537-5^1) 

Bashful Virtue, Rough Labour, Indignation, and Religion also 

join the train. This allegorical passage is followed by a 

section (62lj.-1114-5) which attempts a historical view of 

England "from Celtic night" until "the period destined to 

confine/The surge of wild prerogative," for Thomson ends his 

survey with the reign of William III. Thomson begins with a 

view of mankind unaccustomed to any government: 

Erect from nature's hand, by tyrant force 
And still more tyrant custom unsubdued, 
Man knows no master save creating heaven, 
Or such as choice and common good ordain. 

(IV, 634-637) 

This primeval man is the first resident of Britain, who gave 

way to the Saxon—first a protector, then an invader--who 

brought a "happy government" with him: 

Formed by that freedom which, with secret voice, 
Impartial nature teaches all her sons, 
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And which of old through the whole Scythian mass 
I strong inspired. Monarchical their state, 
But prudently confined, and mingled wise 
Of each harmonious power: (IV, 692-697) 

The Saxon (or Scythian—Thomson, like Pope and others, con

founds Goth, Saxon, and Scythian) state, since it was 

already "prudently confined" needed only the further checks 

provided in the thirteenth century: 

Then was the full the perfect plan disclosed 
Of Britain's matchless constitution, mixed 
Of mutual checking and supporting powers, 
King, lords, and commons; (IV, 813-816) 

The further history of Britain concerns only the interpre

tation of the constitution and control of the "wild and 

vague prerogative" (9^8) remaining to monarchy. 

Part V, "The Prospect," is the least successful 

section of Liberty, although it is here that Thomson makes 

the point that the arts are the transmitters of liberty's 

heritage and that virtue is the sole guardian of freedom in 

the state. He seems to have been more successful with his 

personal than with his national panegyric. When nature is 

invoked for this purpose Thomson falls back on the image of 

the Golden Age: 

Eternal verdure crowns 
Her meads; her gardens smile eternal spring. 
She gives the hunter-horse, unquelled by toil, 
Ardent to rush into the rapid chase; 
She, whitening o'er her downs, diffusive pours 
Unnumbered flocks; she weaves the fleecy robe, 
That wraps the nations; she to lusty droves 
The richest pasture spreads; and, hers, deep-wave 
Autumnal seas of pleasing plenty round. 

(V, 3k-k2) 
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Any sensitive reader of The Seasons must be disturbed by 

these lines. Perhaps the only worthwhile poetry in this 

section comes when the optimism ceases in the closing 

verses: 

As thick to view these varied wonders rose, 
Shook all my soul with transport, unassured 
The Vision broke; and on my waking eye 
Rushed the still ruins of dejected Rome. 

(V, 717-720) 

In his Art of Discrimination Ralph Cohen says that 

any critic of Thomson must come to terms with a "puzzling" 

fact about the poet's development: "although his Seasons was 

most successful in description, he avoided it in the dramas 

and in most of Liberty."^ perhaps this survey will have 

served to show Thomson* s use of natural description to treat 

the theme of liberty in his later works. In fact the plays 

and Liberty have Thomson's distinctive mark on them, not 

only in the 3tyle and frequent force of the blank verse, but 

also in these natural references and the recurrence of 

themes and motifs which first appeared in The Seasons. And 

like The Seasons, these works too were praised by contempo

rary critics for their sublimity. Aaron Hill, speaking of 

Liberty, noted in particular its "vastness of conception," 

2l±, The Art of Discrimination (Berkeley and Los 
Angeles: University of California Press, 1961+), p. 
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"grandeur," and "depth.Thomson thought Liberty his best 

work,^ apparently extrapolating from Longinus' first source 

of sublimity—greatness of conception—and supposing that 

the importance of his subject could not fail to produce a 

great poem: "Words will be great if thoughts are weighty."^7 

This tendency, not confined to Thomson, of thinking that a 

subject considered sublime would infallibly result in a 

sublime poem is the topic we must take up next. 

25. In a letter to Thomson, February 17, 1735 (The 
Works of Aaron Hill, London, 175>3» I» 222). Quoted by 
McKillop in Background of Thomson's "Liberty," p. 100. 

26. Patrick Murdoch says that Thomson "valued him
self more" on the composition of Liberty "than upon all his 
other writings." The Works of James Thomson (London: A. 
Millar, 1762), I, x. 

27. 'Longinus' on Sublimity, trans. Russell, p. 10. 



CHAPTER $ 

THE PRESCRIPTIVE SUBLIME 

In reviewing Samuel Holt Monk's book The Sublime in 

1936, Ronald S. Crane pointed out one of Monk's few omis

sions in chronicling the history of the concept: the harden

ing of the notion of sublimity into critical pre scrip tivism. 

Monk had theorized that the sublime operated to free poets 

and critics from the constraint of the neoclassical "rules;" 

but as Crane correctly observed, one set of dicta had merely 

been substituted for another—Boileau's Longinus for 

Boileau's Horace. 

Of this new art poetique the letter of Thomson to 
Mallet []August 2, Vf^cTf. . . is a revealing 
specimen: 'Here if you could insert a sketch of 
the deluge, what more affecting and noble? Sub
limity must be the character of your piece.' The 
argument is clear, and it is the same kind of 
argument that underlay the prescriptions of the 
neo-classicists: All readers of poetry feel sub
lime emotions at the description of sublime 

- objects of nature or history; the deluge is such 
an object; therefore if you wish to be affecting 
to your readers insert a description of it. 
(Cf. Horace: Old men like moral maxims; hence if 
you wish your play to please old men insert some 
moral maxims.) And ' Sublimity must be the char
acter of your piece': what is this but the old 
decorum of literary genres and styles? Only the 
styles are now the 'sublime,' the 'beautiful,' 
and the 'picturesque' rather than (say) the 
'elevated,' the 'plain,' the 'elegant,' and the 
'forcible'; and they are defined more exclusively 
than before in terms of the kinds of objects in 
nature the description of which will produce in 
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readers the emotional effects appropriate to 
each.1 

Eighteenth-century critics such as Leonard Welsted were pre

pared to see Longinus as a liberating influence, even as 

Monk, J. W. H. Atkins and other scholars have done in this 

century.^ But the sublime was transformed from an appraisal 
/ 

of graces beyond the reach of art into a manual, a list of 

topics, and a rhetorical formula for poetry. For this con

cretizing and bastardizing of Longinus' sublime Thomson has 

to bear a great part of the blame, for it did not happen 

later with Burke's psychological treatise or even with the 

poetry of mains and charnel houses, but in the teens and 

twenties with the poetry and drama of such men as Thomson, 

Mallet, Hill, Ralph, and Savage. 

The letter which Crane refers to is part of a cor

respondence between Thomson and Mallet during the summer of 

1726. Thomson was working on his own Summer; Mallet was 

writing his Excursion, a poem which Thomson conceived of as 

1. Philological Quarterly, 15* II (1936), 166. 

2. Welsted condemned the rules as useless in his 
Dissertation Concerning the Perfection of the English Lan
guage (172lj.). See Eighteenth-Century Critical Essays, ed." 
Scott Elledge (Ithaca7 New York: Cornell University Press, 
1961), esp. I, 326. Yet by that time Welsted1s 1712 trans
lation of Longinus, with its appended remarks extolling 
Milton, was already emboldening writers to follow the neo-
classicists' advice of imitation. For Atkins' appraisal of 
Longinus' effect, see English Literary Criticism: 17th and 
18th Centuries (London: Methuen, 1951 )> PP. 156-196. 
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similar to his own Seasons (of which he had only published 

Winter) in scope. As 3uch, "Sublimity must be the Charac

teristic" of Mallet's poem because it is the inevitable 

result of the subject matter which had been prescribed by 

Dennis and epitomized in Thomson's Winter. 

My Idea of your Poem is a Description of the 
grand Works of Nature, raised, and animated by 
moral, and sublime, Reflections. Therefor, befor 
You quit this Earth, You ought to leave no great 
Scene unvisited; Eruptions, Earthquakes, the Sea 
wrought into a horrible Tempest, the Alps amidst 
whose amazing Prospects, how pleasing must that be 
of a deep Valley, covered with all the tender 
Profusion of the Spring. Here if you could insert 
a Sketch of the Deluge, what more affecting, and 
noble? Sublimity must be the Characteristic of 
your Peice.3 

Thomson glances at the scene of contrast between rugged Alps 

and mountain vale which he was to include in Liberty, IV, 

348-314.9, but the notion of formulaic insertion of sublime 

subjects hardly seems in harmony with his own practice; his 

own description of the Deluge in Spring, 308-316, for 

instance, is not an arbitrary addition, but grows from the 

passage on the Golden Age which precedes it and the moral 

reflections which fit the whole section into the mild but 

feral world of Spring. Yet upon the undigested eruptions of 

Mallet's poem Thomson heaps fulsome—and apparently sincere--

3. Thomson to Mallet, August 2, 1726. James Thom
son (1700-17U8); Letters and Documents, ed. Alan Dugald 
McKillop (Lawrence, Kansas; University of Kansas Press, 
1958), p. 1̂ 0. 
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praise: 

This last Sheet of your Excursion thoroughly 
charms Me. I cannot say whether there is more 
Thought, or Fancy; Simplicity, or Sublimity in 
it. There is a particular gentle, simple, 
unadorned Majesty in Your Writings. They steal 
on One like the great Revolutions of the Heavens, 
without Noise.h-

I think I have told you it before, let Me 
tell you it again, there is an inimitable Mix
ture of animated Simplicity, and chastised Sub
limity in what You write. It strikes one 
forcibly, at first, and yet still unfolds 
brighter, penetrates to the Heart, and yet still 
mixes deeper.5 

Thomson continues with more specific criticism, praising a 

paraphrase of Job, approving lines using the "wings of the 

wind" metaphor from Psalm IOI4., recommending a change in 

Mallet's lighting effects from "Glowworms" to "the Moon in 

Distress, represented with as much Ghastliness as pos

sible."^* A passage on the disarrangement of the seasons and 

the day he finds especially affecting: 

—or to invert the Year, 
and bring wild Winter into Summer's Place: 
Or spread brown Night, and Tempest, o'er the Morn 

This is Poetry 1 this is arousing Fancy! Enthusiasm I 
Rapturous Terrorl7 

ij.. McKillop, Letters, p. 

5. Ibid., p. 1+8. 

6. Ibid., pp. i|4, ij.9. 

7. McKillop, Letters, pp. l4.9-.l3O. McKillop points 
out in his notes that at the time this correspondence was 
going on, Thomson was being attacked in the British Journal 
for the "false sublime." The Journal writer assures his 
audience that if Thomson's Winter does not demonstrate 
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Thomson notes in the same letter that he has finished the 

description of thunder in Summer (736ff. in this first 

version). Recalling that description (1103-1116 and 1133— 

1143 in the completed Summer) we must wonder at the dis

parity between Thomson's advice and his practice, for the 

passage, though a vivid enough view of one of nature's 

"great Scene^sJ," is wholly assimilated to its setting, with 

the thunderhead's "magazine of fate" (112) suggesting the 

agency of .Amelia's death by lightning in the lines which 

follow. It would be a charitable thought—at least one con

sonant with their friendship—to suppose that Thomson con

sidered Mallet capable of the same control of his subject 

and integration of those earthquakes, eruptions, and tem

pests into a sound, purposeful design. What seems more 

likely is that these two poets and their contemporaries were 

capable of responding appreciatively to a sublime image, 

whether integral or simply plastered on the surface of a 

poem. It is this appreciation which we must try to under

stand: the capacity of an eighteenth-century reader to be 

surprised and pleased at an image from nature involving 

great size or power, and his willingness to be delighted by 

sufficient "Excellence in the Sublime-obscure," the poet 
atones for it in the Preface "by a Mastery in the Plat-
unintelligible." Quoted from the British Journal, Saturday, 
August 20, 1726, by McKillop, p. Later, when Thomson 
allied himself with the Opposition by publishing Brittania 
(1729), this remark from the Tory British Journal xvould have 
been more understandable. 
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its novelty (in poetry since the middle of the preceding 

century) and to be pleasurably moved by the inability of his 

mind to encompass the unencompassable. 

When Thomson advises Mallet to choose sublime sub

jects, he is turning around Longinus' tendency "to move from 

the quality of a work to its genesis in the powers and state 
Q 

of mind, the thought and emotions, of its author." Even 

though seventeenth- and eighteenth-century commentators had 

moved far away from Longinus' sources of the sublime, it is 

still necessary to refer to that scheme in order to see the 

nature of the change. 

Longinus1 first source of the sublime was the power 

of conceiving great thoughts. A negative virtue is implied 

in the avoidance of mean or petty notions, and we can per

ceive a connection with the negative virtue of avoiding 

meanness of expression in poetry, extolled by Addison in his 

Preface to Virgil's Georgics (1697): 

I think nothing which is a phrase or saying in 
common talk should be admitted into a serious 
poem, because it takes off from the solemnity of 
the expression and gives it too great a turn of 
familiarity; much less ought the low phrases and 
terras of art that are adapted to husbandry have 
any place in such a work as the georgic, which 
is not to appear in the natural simplicity and 
nakedness of its subject, but in the pleasantest 
dress that poetry can bestow on it. Thus Virgil, 
to deviate from the common form of words, would 
not make use of tempore, but sydere, in his first 

8. Meyer H. Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp (New 
York: W. W. Norton, 1958), p. 73. 
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verse, and everywhere else abounds with metaphors, 
Grecisms, and circumlocutions, to give his verse 
the greater pomp and preserve it from sinking into 
a plebian style.9 

Despite the similarity to ideas of correct diction, however, 

this source of the sublime is not primarily rhetorical; 

Longinus never gets closer to the ineffable quality of great 

literature than when he is discussing the power of grand 

conception, and he might well have merely called it genius. 

The expression of a mind filled with noble thoughts is 

inevitably—and presumably effortlessly—sublime: "Words 

1 o 
will be great if thoughts are weighty."But it is an 

innate elevation of conception in the author which is 

responsible. Homer naturally becomes the text for Longinus1 

illustrations of grand conception (though the Hebrew author 

of Genesis also furnishes an example), just as Milton became 

the text for later commentaries, especially Welsted's. 

Thomson's admonitions to Mallet indicate a shift in the 

Longinian first source from the quality of conception in the 

writer to the kind of subject matter. The change comes 

about by way of John Dennis, whose list of subject materials 

includes "Creatures of the immaterial World" such as angels, 

demons, apparitions and "Spirits of Men departed," 

9. Elledge, Eighteenth-Century Critical Essays, 
I, k-5-

10. 'Longinus1 on Sublimity, trans., edited and 
with an introduction and commentary by D. A. Russell 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1965), p. 10. 
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prophecies, visions, miracles, enchantments, prodigies; "the 

great Phaenomena of the Material World:" heavenly bodies, 

the sun, moon, stars, and the "Immensity of the Universe," 

the motions of planets; and some "Sublunary Things" such as 

the elements, winds, sea3, rivers, mountains, as well as 

1 1 
ideas of virtue, power, nobility, and law. 

It is no subtle shift, this change from saying, 

"Milton is sublime because he conceives only of vast notions 

such as a war raging between archangels" to "Milton's poetry 

is sublime because it describes large, angry things." The 

lack of subtlety comes out in Thomson's blunt directions: 

include earthquakes and your poetry will be sublime. 

Mallet's powers of conception are left out of consideration, 

and perhaps it was as well for the friendship between the 

two poets that this was so. 

But Thomson's own practice is not so simply 

described. There are plenty of large, angry things in The 

Seasons, but most are not there by prescription. Thomson 

has committed himself to showing the whole of nature's year, 

including both the glories and the horrors. The dynamic 

portions of the poem accord with this purpose, and if they 

enable Thomson to include natural phenomena of a sensational 

kind, they are at least no arbitrary insertions. What we 

11.  P r o m  The Grounds of Criticism in Pogtry in The 
Critical Works of John Dennis, ed. Hooker, T~f 34.7-5*» 35l+. 
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may be likely to think of as the more extreme digressions of 

The Seasons are the very parts which characterize the mode. 

Once Thomson has chosen the subject of winter, it is inevi

table that his poem will visit the geographical spot which 

epitomizes the season—the Arctic. So with Summer, in which 

the Torrid Zone represents at once the extreme of summer's 

heat and the region where it reigns year round. Spring 

becomes so idealized in the poet's description that no geo

graphical area will serve his purpose to show its full 

bloom; he therefore ranges not space but time to find its 

embodiment in the Golden Age. Once he has included this 

antediluvian scene, the description of the Deluge makes a 

necessary sequel. Britain herself becomes the symbol for 

the (also idealized) harvest produced by the bounty of 

summer. That Thomson sets himself no temporal or spatial 

limitations in finding these avatars is one of the features, 

along with a distinctive style, vocabulary, and the choice 

of subject, which places The Seasons in the sublime mode. 

Charitably speaking, Thomson's appraisal of Mallet's poem 

was that it took the same long perspective and overall view, 

thus justifying the use of cataclysmic events. 

On the other hand, some of the static portions of 

The Seasons can be faulted because they are not "organic"— 

a critical metaphor we set much store by largely on account 

of a tradition of literature which might claim Thomson 
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himself as part founder. He himself admits an ulterior 

motive for his panegyric on Britain (Summer 1ij.38-l6l9)i it 

"may perhaps contribute to make my Poem popular.""1 

Patricia Meyer §?acks points out his subterfuge in inserting 

"demons" (see Dennis' list of subjects above) at Winter 193* 

though ordinarily "belief in ghosts, witches, and demons was 

[considered] the exclusive property of the ignorant and 

superstitious" at this time, it was all right if attributed 

to an ignorant ana superstitious "wretch" 

Then too, they say, through all the burdened air 
Long groans are heard, shrill sounds, and distant 

sighs, 
That, uttered by the demon of the night, 
Warn the devoted wretch of woe and death. 

(Winter 191-194) 

Thomson uses other of Dennis1 "creatures of the immaterial 

world" in his long parade of ghosts in Winter 1|.31-!>71» Here 

the "sacred shades" are introduced without a credulous 

peasant in sight; it is the "studious" author himself who 

summons them. Then too, Thomson sometimes becomes so 

involved in amplification that he is seduced into factitious 

effects. An example is the passage following the snowstorm's 

burial of the swain in Winter; after the moral digression 

which follows, the overwhelming snow reminds Thomson first 

12. Letter to Mallet, August 21-27, 1726. McKillop, 
Letters, p. ij.8. 

13. The Insistence of Horror: Aspects of the Super
natural in Eighteenth-Century Poetry (Cambridge, Mass.t 
Harvard University Press, 19o2), pp. 29-31+. 
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of the descent of wolves, then of avalanches cascading from 

the same Alps. The description of the wolves is part of 

Thomson's recognition of the grim, brutal side of nature, 

certainly; but the picture of the corpses dug up and bayed 

over is a sensational effect which seems deliberately con

trived for the "agreeable Horrour" it must have elicited: 

They fasten on the steed 
Press him to earth, and pierce his mighty heart. 
Nor can the bull his awful front defend, 
Or shake the murdering savages away. 
Rapacious, at the mother's throat they fly, 
And tear the screaming infant from her breast. 
The godlike face of man avails him naught. 
Even Beauty, force divine I at whose bright glance 
The generous lion stands in softened gaze, 
Here bleeds, a hapless undistinguished prey. 
But if, apprised of the severe attack, 
The country be shut up, lured by the scent, 
On churchyards drear (inhuman to relatef) 
The disappointed prowlers fall, and dig 
The shrouded body from the grave; o'er which, 
Mixed with foul shades and frighted ghosts, they 
howl. (Winter 398-^13) 

Thomson's late-Renaissance horror at the violation of degree 

in the wolf's refusal to heed "the godlike face of man," and 

his poetic indignation at the disregard of Beauty, could 

have sustained the passage without ghouls and ghosts. 

Other critics have found instances in the poem where 

a sublime effect fails to be made true to its promise: Ralph 

Cohen, for example, says that in Winter 15>8, "night that 

sits immense around" is an "image of position and size" 

which "creates expectations about night and its blackness 
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that are unfulfilled."1^- Thomson fails to discriminate 

between appropriate and inappropriate uses of the sublime 

and his failure is all the more curious since he knew his 

effects could be varied, and even successfully uses comic 

potentialities in a kind of mock sublime. For example, in 

Autumn one of the feasters after the hunt is thus described: 

Perhaps some doctor of tremendous paunch, 
Awful and deep, a black abyss of drink, 
Outlives them all; and, from his buried flock 
Retiring, full of rumination sad, 
Laments the weakness of these latter times. 

(Autumn, £65-569) 

I would like to infer from this condescension Thomson's 

awareness of the threat of bathos inherent in every use of 

the sublime, but some regrettable passages in his dramas 

prevent me. In the plays and in Liberty the notion of sub-

lime-subject-ergo-sublime-work is shown for its worst 

result, especially in Thomson's rather touchingly mistaken 

idea that Liberty was his greatest work (not that he was the 

first or the last author to be deceived about the relative 

value of his works). The Seasons, on the other hand, is 

much too good a poem: had it not been, the century would 

have far fewer bad Miltonic imitations in the sublime mode. 

In his best poetry Thomson exemplifies the spirit of 

Longinus' first source of the sublime, and his imitation of 

1lj.. "Thomson1 s Poetry of Space and Time, " in 
Studies in Criticism and Aesthetics, 1660-1800: Essays in 
Honor of Samuel Holt" Monk, ed. Howard Anderson and John S. 
Shea (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1967), 
p. 178. 
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Milton—not stylistically, but in conception—was also in 

tune with the Longinian commentary. Conceptual imitation 

was for Longinus a legitimate means of achieving sublimity; 

even for the great delineator of the idea of sublimity it 

was easier to find and set forth examples in great authors 

than to describe the concept abstractly.^ As always, the 

exhortation to be great was of little value, but for many 

men—Plato and Aristotle among them—finding greatness for a 

tutor was a means to greatness. 

But in advice and practice Thomson had done his part 

in turning an evaluation of genius into a prescription for 

subject matter. With Dennis' influence the notion of sub

lime subjects was already a critical tenet, and Addison had 

helped as well—not only by describing natural scenes of 

"greatness" which gave rise to pleasures of the imagination, 

but by helping to turn emphasis from qualities in the writer 

to qualities in the work which had corresponding effects on 

the mind of the reader. Discussing the necessity of being 

versed in the best critics when trying to form taste, 

Addison wrote in Spectator No. lj.09: 

I must confess that I could wish there were 
Authors of this Kind, who beside the Mechanical 
Rules which a Man of very little Taste may 

15. The influence of Longinus was used to support 
the ideal and rule of imitation: see Elizabeth Nitchie, 
"Longinus and the Theory of Poetic Imitation in Seventeenth 
and Eighteenth Century Rigland," Studies in Philology, 22 
(1935), 597. 
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discourse upon, would enter into the very Spirit 
and Soul of fine Writing, and shew us the several 
Sources of that Pleasure which rises in the Mind 
upon the Perusal of a noble work. Thus altho1 

in Poetry it be absolutely necessary that the 
Unities of Time, Place and Action, with other 
Points of the same Nature, should be thoroughly 
explained and understood; there is still some
thing more essential to the Art, something that 
elevates and astonishes the Fancy, and gives a 
Greatness of Mind to the Reader, which few of the 
Criticks besides Longinus have considered. 
£ltalics mine| 

As the later papers show, the "something: to which Addison 

refers is a quality characteristic of the work rather than 

the author. Thomson's influence lies not in his critical 

statements on the matter, but in his constant exemplifica

tion of Dennis1 categories of sublime subject matter, espe

cially those cosmic and "sublunary" items which came under 

the heading of the natural sublime in later description. By 

1747 Baillie could say that "the Sublime in Writing is no 

more than a description of the Sublime in Nature. 

Poets and critics alike were in agreement on this 

notion of sublime subjects for poetry. Pope himself, though 

affirming that Longinus meant by sublimity "that particular 

warmth and impetuosity necessary ... to image or represent 

actions or passions, of haste, tumult, and violence," also 

agrees with Longinus that the Odyssey is a less sublime poem 

16. John Baillie, An Essay on the Sublime, with an 
introduction by Samuel Holt Monk (Los Angeles: William 
Andrews Clark Memorial Library, University of California, 
195>3), p. 3. 
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than the Iliad—not because of Homer's age, which is 

Longinus' reason, but because of different subject matter; 

It is true (when we speak only with regard to the 
Sublime) that a river, foaming and thund'ring in 
cataracts from rocks and precipices, is what more 
strikes, amazes and fills the mind, than the same 
body of water, flowing afterwards thro1 peaceful 
vales and agreeable scenes of pasturage.^7 

Longinus* second source of the sublime—strong and 

inspired emotion—is "natural" like the first and opposed to 

the other three, which involve art. But here, as in the 

matter of great conception, an eighteenth-century critic 

could hardly do otherwise than wrench the source away from 

the writer to the idea, that is, the subject matter. Only 

by an effort of historical imagination can we realize how 

devoid of meaning the word passion was if not attached to 

some attributes held to be universal. For Thomson's contem

poraries, the passions which are personified ("personized," 

as Thomson would have said—see the letter to Mallet on 

August 11, 1726, McKillop, p. 1+-5) in faring 281-287 had 

impact only because they were not made subjective or indi

vidualized: 

Senseless and deformed, 
Convulsive Anger storms at large; or, pale 
And silent, settles into fell revenge. 
Base Envy withers at another's joy, 
And hates that excellence it cannot reach. 

17- Alexander Pope, "Postscript," The Odyssey of 
Homer. Translated from the Greek, Vol. V (London: Bernard 
Lintot, 17&6), 292, 2%. 



184 

Desponding Pear, of feeble fancies full, 
Weak and unmanly, loosens every power. 

Described less formally and in terns of Thomson's own exper

ience these passions would have become ciphers in a private 

language and ceased to function in the public performance 

1A 
which is the poem. 

The passions had certain universal, recognizable out

ward signs which could produce corresponding emotions in the 

reader when described.^ Thomas Parnell's Essay on the Dif

ferent Stiles of Poetry (1713)» a verse allegory recounting 

the voyage of a poet to the country of the Sublime, explains 

how the passions, arrayed "in all the Pow'r of Words," do 

their work: 

By frightful Accents Fear produces Fears. 
By sad Expression Sorrow melts to Tears. 
And dire Amazement and Despair are brought _ 
By words of Horror through the Wilds of Thought. u 

When the poet reaches the fabled country of the Sublime, he 

recounts as spectator the effects of the sublime on a reader: 

The dazzled Eyes, the ravish'd Ears, are caught, 
The panting Heart mites to purer Thought, 
And grateful Shiverings wander o'er the Skin, 
And wondrous Ecstasies arise within, 

18. See Bertrand Bronson, "Personification Recon
sidered," ELH, 1i|. (1914-7), especially 173-17^. 

19. Brewster Rogerson, "The Art of Painting the 
Passions," JHI. 11+. (1953). 72. 

20. Thomas Parnell, An Essay on the Different 
Stiles of Poetry (London: B. Tooke, 1713)» PP« 21-22. Thom-
son had an edition of Parnell's poems in his library (item 
101 in the Catalogue). 
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Whence Admiration overflows the Mind, 
And leaves the Pleasure felt, but undefin'd. 

(p. 15) 

To affirm that these reactions could be expected of 

any sensitive reader of sublime poetry was to affirm that 

the universal signs of the passions could be perceived as 

well. This is an implicit denial of Longinus1 position that 

only an author of strong and inspired emotion can produce 

such emotions in others, because all that is required is an 

ability to distill from particular instances of emotion the 

essence which is common to all men. It is the poet's duty 

to do so and to transmit his knowledge to other men, evoking 

corresponding reactions. Thus Dennis writes "that a Poet 

must every where excite great Passion. But just as the 

outward signs of the passions are predictable and universal, 

so the initial stimuli can be catalogued according to the 

degree of emotion stimulated. Dennis found the strongest 

passions to be excited by religious topics. He admits the 

subject of liberty as well: 

Since the final End of poetry is to reform the 
Manners, nothing can be according to the true Art 
of it, which is against Religion, or which runs 
counter to moral Virtue, or to the true Poli
ticks, and to the Liberty of Mankind: and every 
thing which is against the last, tends to the 
Corruption and Destruction of Mankind: and 

21. Grounds of Criticism in Poetry in Critical 
Works, ed. Hooker, I, 33ti. 
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consequently every thing against the last, must be 
utterly inconsistent with the true Art of Poetry.1:22 

Warton was impressed by the sublimity of the closing lines 

of Windsor Forest on political liberty, and Thomson also 

found this subject suitable for passionate effusion. Pope's 

Eloisa to Abelard (a poem often ignored in discussions of 

the sublime mode) proved Dennis1 observation that love was 

another such subject, though every time Thomson tried to 

take it up it seemed to turn into politics. Tancred and 

Sigismunda must be excepted, for here the poet presents a 

more complex view of both passions and politics; and perhaps 

if we accept Ralph Cohen's reading of Spring as "love 

song, that poem is another exception. Generally, how

ever, Thomson's poetry and drama after The Seasons stresses 

the dangers of emotional overindulgence, imaged in scenes of 

nature's catastrophes. 

The last three sources of Longinus' sublime are the 

use of figures, noble diction, and felicitous word arrange

ment. In Longinus, these were not treated mechanically, and 

M. H. Abrams recognized how closely they were tied to the 

first two sources: "even though figurative language is on 

the whole a matter of art, Longinus attributes a 

22. Grounds of Criticism in Poetry in Critical 
Works, ed. Hooker, I, 33^. 

23. See Chapter I, "Spring: The Love Song of James 
Thomson," in Cohen'3 The Unfolding of the Seasons (London: 
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1970), pp. 9-91. 
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particularly bold and frequent use of metaphors to the 

promptings of passion in the speaker. ... In the final 

analysis, therefore, the supreme quality of a work turns out 

to be the reflected quality of its author. But 

seventeenth- and eighteenth-century commentators were quick 

to ignore Longinus' many qualifications and his insistence 

that devices of language were not the sole means to sub

limity. Even where they heeded his warnings their examples 

of sublime passages in Homer, in the Bible, and in Milton 

served to inspire literal and mechanical imitation, as the 

numerous psalm paraphrases testify. By 1726, when Thomson 

began publishing, an ambitious Dick Minim could have 

assembled a concordance to Paradise Lost and the Bible in 

which the works were arranged according to figures such as 

amplification, hyperbaton, metaphor, polyptoton, polysynde

ton and asyndeton, periphrasis, and other devices which 

Longinus had analyzed: the second part of Bysshe's Art of 

English Poetry (1702) would have provided a model and 

materials were ready to hand in the writings of Dennis, 

Welsted, Blackwall, and others. It was entirely too easy to 

see poetic figures, like passion and subject matter, as so 

many psychological switches to be tripped, with the inevi

table result of sublimity coming on like a bank of floures-

cent lights. 

2lj.. The Mirror and the Lamp, p. 73. 



188 

Similarly, anyone who interpreted classicism as a 

prescriptive code would not find reproof in Longinus. The 

endorsement of imitation, the eschewal of low diction, the 

role of passion, the historical consensus which finally 

decides what is sublime, even the very notion that method is 

possible in such a critical investigation; all of these were 

familiar and appealing ideas to critics who repeated rules 

and poets who sought precepts for their art. 

For Thomson the codification of Longinus was much 

less important than what was to be learned from Milton. But 

Thomson goes beyond Milton in his absorption with the intri

cacies of nature and the infinite stretch of the cosmos; 

Adam's warning from Raphael not to indulge in unnecessary 

curosity—a part of Paradise Lost which Johnson especially 

liked—goes unheeded in The Seasons.^ To the extent that 

it served to open areas of poetic exploration like these the 

vogue of the sublime was a happy occurrence in our litera

ture, and regardless of the bad Miltonic imitations and the 

later, even more sharply limited concentration on particular 

touchstones and emotional effects, open new areas it did. 

25. Paul Pussell, who quoted Johnson's remark 
approving Raphael's warning in The Rhetorical World of 
Augustan Humanism (Oxford: Clarendon press, 1^65), p. 17, 
also defines a humanist in several senses which would 
exclude Thomson (pp. 2j.-5). The poet did not have the requi
site scepticism about progress in human problems and he was 
not suspicious enough of the assistance science might give 
in grappling with such problems. 
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This is the abiding importance of Thomson's poetry. He suc

cessfully showed his contemporaries that the bounds of their 

poetry were only of their own making, and that even within 

the accepted range of poetic forms new styles and subject 

matter could be widely received and appreciated. Too few 

modern critics have learned this lesson about what seems to 

them a closed system of poetics in the eighteenth century. 

As recently as 1965 a respected critic of the period 

described the nature poetry of the early part of the century 

as never indirect or oblique, never delighting in the clash 

26 
of ideas, never vague, and never incantatory. Yet Thom

son's poetry is all of these things; he defies this sort of 

generalization. 

Thomson's survey of the natural world, including the 

frightening as well as the beautiful, offered possibilities 

for description not previously exploited in pastoral or 

georgic forms. The pastoral eclogue was already moribund 

during Thomson's productive years in the 30's and IfO's 

(though representative poems were included in popular 

anthologies at least until the end of the century) and poems 

of description and meditation showed how completely the 

pastoral poets failed in mirroring anything significant 

about either nature or man. The georgic on the other hand 

26. Bonamy Dobree, "Nature Poetry in the Early 
Eighteenth Century," Essays and Studies by Members of the 
English Association, 75 (196j?)» 19. 



190 

had man's daily concerns of labor as subject, and allowed 

for rural scenery and philosophic reflection. But the 

inclusion of the "great scenes" of nature could only make a 

fruit-picking or sheep-shearing operation look small by con

trast. John Chalker's appraisal of The Seasons as "the most 

thoroughgoing, the most complex, and the most sensitively 

serious eighteenth-century imitation of the Georgics"27 is 

not mistaken; Thomson takes seriously all of the literary 

traditions which he uses. Virgil merits and gets high 

praise from The Seasons, but even a casual reader in 

eighteenth-century poetry perceives immediately that Thom

son's work is not to be classed with overt imitations such 

as Cyder, The Fleece, or Rural Sports. The scope of the 

poem sets The Seasons apart from these. 

By showing all aspects of nature, moreover, Thomson 

was getting away from the exclusive bent of much Augustan 

verse. To ignore any part of the world or man's experience 

is to set false limits on poetry; to go further and set up 

those limitations as a definition of poetry is even worse. 

The nature poetry of Thomson helped to free later poetry from 

an exclusive concentration on man. Such a contribution was 

important for English poetry in general, not just for roman

ticism. The close observation and faithful description 

27. John Ghalker, The English Georgic; A Study in 
the Development of a Form (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins 
Press, 1969), p. 92. 
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which we find in parts of The Seasons—the individualiza

tion of experience, we might call it—would eventually 

eclipse universalizing formulas such as personification, but 

not for the Romantics, in whose verse personification is as 

much in evidence as in most eighteenth-century poetry. 

The large and arbitrary happenings in the natural 

world are the hardest ones to subjugate in a system and 

almost force the alternative of a totally personal reaction. 

I say almost because Thomson never gets to the point of 

using nature as touchstone or emblem of internal events, as 

Wordsworth does. Nor can he find in the assurances or the 

terrors of external life a moral teacher. He is unwilling 

to ignore the fact that nature contradicts herself, and 

unable to forget how Job was reprimanded, however much he 

pursues the question. 
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