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In what follows, I propose that Nicolas Boileau-Despreaux’s 1674 translation 

of Longinus’ Peri Hypsous into French contributed to a period of the profound 

reconceptualisation of poetic subjectivity, producing in English letters a se-

ries of concerted efforts to describe the function and limits of imitation in 

translation and in poetics. This translation event generated ethical and poetic 

adherents whose culmination was the work of the Scriblerians—Pope, Swift, 

Arbuthnot, and Gay, among others—who mobilised the fictional author Mar-

tinus Scriblerus and wrote in his name. Longinus’s emphasis on imitation 

and associated phenomena (translation, paraphrase, association of ideas) 

as acts of poetic piety and Boileau’s exemplification of these ideals in his 

translation of the Greek philosopher catalysed a shift in the conceptions of 

imitation available for and influential on English writers in the last quarter of 

the seventeenth century. Detailing the development of neoclassical transla-

tion theory and aesthetics of imitation in the wake of Boileau, this paper ar-

gues that this transition in conceptions of translation helped to shape the 

aesthetic and ethical features of the satirical writing of the circle of poets 

whose Peri Bathous; or The Art of Sinking in Poetry (1727), attributed to 

Scriblerus, represents an imitative “translation” of Boileau’s Longinus. The 

Scriblerian mode of satire, that of Longinian imitation that confounds a thirst 

for sublimity with the eruption of disgust and bathos, mobilises the sublime 
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intensities generated by its critique of the modern moment to perform a com-

mitment to the ethical and poetic qualities of the Longinian notion of the sub-

lime itself. The event that was Boileau’s translation of Longinus energises 

late-seventeenth-century theoretical debates about translation and finds its 

echo and apotheosis in the Scriblerians. 

I. Translation and the Sublime in the Seventeenth Century 

In the history of the neoclassical Imitation there lurks a deep and abiding 

concern for the sublime, and the thread of this concern leads from mid-sev-

enteenth-century English translators to Boileau’s Longinus. The genre of the 

Imitation emerges in the Restoration as part of a newly secularised opening 

to poetic historicity, one often identified by literary historians by means of its 

most basic figurative feature, formal and literary-historical fascination with a 

Roman or Greek past rather than with a more Christian milieu or more con-

temporary culture: “neoclassicism.” Howard Weinbrot traces the origin of Im-

itation to the mid-seventeenth century and to translation of classical texts: 

“The Imitation sprang from the theory of free translation made popular by 

Denham and Cowley and reinforced by Horace's famous demand not to 

translate word for word.”1 According to Weinbrot, Denham and Cowley were 

proponents of the metaphoric practice of providing English “dress” or 

“clothes” for ancient models, a notion of translation-as-Imitation whose ex-

plicit concern with the figural garments that cloak modernity itself is shared 

by later seventeenth-century and Augustan writers. Harold F. Brooks notes 

that “[i]n opposition to the literalism of [Ben] Jonson and his followers, Cow-

ley contended that translators ought ‘to supply the lost Excellencies of an-

other Language with new ones in their own.’ This method, he went on to 

suggest, might be given the name of Imitating if that of Translating were re-

fused it.”2 The notion of “Excellencies” gestures purposefully toward the con-

junction of translation and the sublime; both Denham and Cowley were in-

terested in ensuring that the sublime qualities they found present in their de-

votion to classical texts could be communicated to their contemporary mo-

ment. The lapse of mid-century notions of translation and imitation into a 

looser, Horatian correspondence is motivated by an imitative practice that 

gives close attention to the production in one language of the “Excellencies” 

of another.3 The question of how to properly give voice to the sublime quali-

ties of the written word becomes in this moment a sudden concern of trans-

lators and poets. 

Something akin to this problem of what Abraham Cowley called linguis-

tic “Excellencies” persists in Walter Benjamin’s essay on “The Task of the 

Translator”; this similarity can provide us with some conceptual perspective 

on the seventeenth-century philosophy of translation that emerged in the 
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wake of Boileau’s Longinus. Benjamin writes that “[o]nly if the sense of a 

linguistic creation may be equated with that of the information it conveys 

does some ultimate, decisive element remain beyond all communication—

quite close and yet infinitely remote, concealed or distinguishable, frag-

mented or powerful.”4 If there is a seventeenth-century shift towards an ac-

ceptance of “loose” translation that depicts the ornaments (“dress”) or poetic 

sublimity (“Excellencies”) of language as the proper substance of translation, 

then we might expect, through Benjamin’s formulation, that perhaps what 

has actually been taken up in the move away from literality is a concern with 

accuracy of meaning—with a conveyance of the thought “behind” the lan-

guage rather than the language itself. However, Benjamin’s depiction of the 

supersensible element within “linguistic creation” suggests that as form is 

abandoned (i.e. as “loose” translations concern themselves more explicitly 

with the communication of meaning rather than formal accuracy or poetic 

sublimity), what is hidden by and within language remains even more firmly 

so—the “pure language” that exists as the supposed “truth” of language re-

mains silenced, still caught in the mediation of the particularities of individual 

statements, their contexts, causes, or significances. The encounter with ontic 

existents prevents the uncovering of the effect of the ontological—human 

being finds its truth in language as such; this truth of language becomes 

sensible through the act of translation, the linguistic act par excellence, as a 

figure of absence or loss.5 Only in the act of a translation does language 

ultimately resist the either-or shift into form or content (what Paul de Man will 

call in a discussion of Benjamin the interpretive modes of “poetics” and “her-

meneutics”),6 and this resistance is, for Benjamin, a productive act—it is the 

trace of the “pure language” that holds the meaning of language as such (yet 

which is not at all delimited or contained in the particularities of specific lan-

guages), simultaneously hidden within and produced by the experience of 

translation.  

In the late seventeenth century, the concerns of translation in the wake 

of Boileau’s Longinus gave way to the tendency to prioritise sublimity, a 

move away from a preoccupation with the literal elements of syntax and 

grammar and with fidelity of formal accuracy in translating these. These late-

seventeenth-century translators do not exchange content for form—it is not 

that “meaning” is the alternative to literality or form. It is neither form nor 

content, neither essences nor concrete particulars, that emerges as the 

“task” in the late seventeenth century. More and more, it is translation itself 

that is pedestaled as the emergent property of translation, a linguistic act that 

encounters the persistence of the entanglement of form and content—and, 

as an ineffable by-product, an emergent encounter with the sublime. 

Tanya Caldwell observes that, as a signal of this epochal moment in 



Bill Knight  ░ 68 

English translation practice, “Denham’s translation theory . . . first formulates 

the . . . notion of a ‘transfusion’ of poetical spirit.”7 In his essay on the trans-

lation of the second book of Virgil’s Aeneid, Denham observes that there are:  

certain Graces and Happinesses peculiar to every Language, which 

gives life and energy to the words; and whosoever offers at Verbal 

Translation, shall have the misfortune of that young Traveller, who lost 

his own language abroad, and brought home no other instead of it: for 

the grace of the Latine will be lost by being turned into English words; 

and the grace of the English, by being turned into the Latine Phrase.8 

In this passage, in the briefest of narrative moments, Denham offers the sub-

limely chilling possibility of a “young Traveller” who could uncannily lose his 

own language while in a foreign land and have absolutely no recourse to 

communication—the exile of absolute linguistic abjection. This is com-

pounded by the fact that our traveller does not “bring home” another lan-

guage—indicating that experiencing a foreign tongue in a way that resem-

bles “Verbal Translation” (i.e. literality) alone will not allow it to remain in the 

mind. The situation of virtual aphasia is not apparently the product of a loss 

of access to words. And it is not the meaning or content that is foregrounded 

by the passage, especially in the sense of content that Benjamin offers (con-

tent equivalent to information). But nor is it merely the form in abstraction 

from the content—the grammar and structure of linguistic production are 

equally disqualified by this vignette. In 1656, Cowley calls the result of literal 

translation “Raving,” and this connection between the comportment of mad-

ness and the experience of a literal translation indicates that metaphrase has 

become an untenable practice.9 It is the “life and energy” produced by 

“Grace” that allows access to language in this comparison, so that the literal 

translation’s failure to attend to these elementary features produces the 

equivalent of the traveller who cannot remember or learn a language. Affect 

and energy are the components of the bond between language and the mind, 

and these are threatened by both an overly literal and an overly hermeneutic 

approach to translation, prompting translation following Denham to begin to 

concern itself primarily with the production of “impression.”10 

While Dryden did not wholly accept the translation theory articulated by 

Denham and Cowley, his writerly practice does preserve the mode or genre 

of “Imitation” suggested by Cowley even as he asserts that translation might 

be poorly served by a reduction to this idea. Maurice O’Sullivan Jr. reveals 

how Dryden considered his plays to participate in the genre of Imitation as 

described by Cowley—and his translations to offer something more mimetic, 

more authentic (and thus more faithful to style and poetic form).11 The dis-
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tinction made here between Dryden’s imitations and his translations, how-

ever, points to an important slippage that Dryden introduces within his ap-

propriation of Denham’s and Cowley’s theories. Dryden’s “imitations” are not 

at all the kind of productions proposed by the earlier poets, but preserve the 

name of that category in order to make use of its credentials. Easily visible 

here is a Platonic distinction within Dryden’s assignment to himself of the 

various tasks of writing. As O’Sullivan notes, “[I]t is emulation, not imitation, 

which Dryden is striving for in his plays. His goal is the representation of 

nature rather than of Shakespeare.”12 Likewise, Dryden’s translations proper 

are “attempts to introduce readers to inaccessible authors”—a primarily ped-

agogical or hermeneutic concern.13 There is, in this formulation, the image 

of a “natural” narrative of tragic consequence (the ideal Antony and Cleo-

patra, in this case) remaining aloof regally on an ethereal throne, rejecting 

earthly copies of its perfection by asserting over and over again the very 

sovereignty of that perfection. O’Sullivan sees Dryden’s form of Imitation as 

a variant of the imitative practice of Denham and Cowley, but he makes this 

connection by mistaking Dryden’s adherence to formal idealism for a rough 

equivalent to the notion of loose translation introduced by Dryden’s poetic 

predecessors that distances itself from an allegiance to both information 

(hermeneutics) and style (poetics). It seems instead that Dryden has appro-

priated the distinctly un-Platonic modes of Imitation offered especially by 

Cowley, and silently converted them into a set of practices that undermine 

the very difference of the translational act of reference (i.e. into a kind of 

Platonic mimēsis), exchanging energy, affect and mood for a concern with 

accuracy, information, and exposure to the historical importance that persists 

residually in the works of ancient authors. 

Given the emergence of English practices of loose translation (or its 

companion genre, Imitation), Boileau’s translation of Longinus might not be 

said to offer a completely revolutionary notion of imitation-as-translation 

when it appeared in 1674. But those features which later writers would at-

tribute as originating in Denham and Cowley were given high visibility by the 

new Longinus, and strengthened by a sublime amplification of the theories 

of creative imitation that the treatise on the sublime offered in its redoubled 

attention to that process. Boileau’s French translation of Longinus’ Peri Hyp-

sous was accompanied in the same published volume by his imitation of 

Horace’s Ars Poetica, a rendition that performs the type of imitative commit-

ment proposed and repeated within the treatise on the sublime.14 Dryden’s 

own development of notions of imitation within poetics seems to have oc-

curred just prior to the publication of Boileau’s aesthetic works, and is there-

fore most likely to be influenced by largely English trends. But Dryden’s re-
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lation to imitation was certainly brought into crisis by the further intensifica-

tion of Denham and Cowley’s concepts offered by Boileau’s Longinus.15 Rob-

ert Hume observes that critics have typically divided Dryden’s work “roughly 

into two parts: a dramatic period 1663-80 and a satire and translation period 

1680-1700.”16 This division is among the signs of Boileau’s influence—re-

gardless of the way in which Denham and Cowley had provided Longinian 

notions for a poetics of the 1660s, the reinforcement provided by Boileau of 

ideas of “creative” imitation and translation allowed Dryden to shift his focus 

not in the realm of translation per se, but in that of poetic genres: from dra-

matic poetry to satire. Hume lists translation as the other major component 

of this latter period, but I argue that, for Dryden (and this pattern will return 

in the work of the Scriblerians), this shift to satire is a shift to translation and 

to Longinian Imitation, even if satire and Imitation are not explicitly made 

identical in Dryden’s own poetic theory. After Dryden, satire is, for a period 

(precisely that of the Scriblerians) the genre of translation, and in this role 

Scriblerian satire emerges as a product of Cowley’s “Imitation” as well as 

Longinus’ sublime. 

 Boileau’s own Satires were published in 1666, at a time by which he 

had begun (perhaps with the help of his brother, a classicist) the translation 

of Longinus.17 And while they are in some ways quite traditional reiterations 

of the concerns of the classical models, Boileau’s Satires bear a significant 

trace of the Sophistic model of rhetoric proposed by Longinus’ Peri Hypsous, 

which is to say, an emphasis not on achieving truth through satiric critique 

(i.e. of producing access to a dialectical knowledge of reality), but on the 

achievement above all of the effects of truth within the exchanges embodied 

by poetic inscription and reception. The satires are all imitations of previous 

satiric models—especially Juvenal, but also Horace and Petronius (whose 

Satyricon was translated into French before its 1694 translation by Burnaby 

into English). They largely deal with experiences of rejection, disgust, and 

revulsion, especially with regard to wide abstractions of the social field (as in 

“Satire I,” a rewriting of Juvenal’s indictment of the city). Boileau’s satires are 

far more concerned than Juvenal’s, though, with the role of poet and with the 

act of writing, so that characters such as Damon in “Satire I” are primarily 

concerned not with the city’s objectively alienating features, but the conjunc-

tion between an aspiring and idealistic poet and the city’s power of reinscrib-

ing all writing within a cheap and corrupt scene of sycophantism.  

As a counter to the proliferation of bad writing, Boileau’s satires (and his 

Discours du Roy, published with them) offer a positive model in the figure of 

Molière, whose appearance (or in one case, failure to appear) in the poems 

offers the figure of the poet the opportunity to bear witness to a figure of 

poetic production who embodies the sublime.18 Molière is positioned here as 
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a figure towards whom the satiric protagonist must look for an opportunity for 

imitation—a moment in which to seize the essence of sublimity. This is 

heightened in Robert T. Corum’s “integrative reading” of the Satires as a 

cumulative text in Reading Boileau—a simple gesture which opens the pos-

sibility of interpreting various forms of concern with writing and poetics (and 

the various metaphors, such as eating, that reinforce more overt questions 

of writing) as a more unified set of concerns that elaborates a fascination 

with writing more generally or as such. The effect of Boileau’s satiric repeti-

tion of the crises of writing anticipates and repeats the general attention to 

the concerns about poetics that emerge in Boileau’s Longinus.  

Through its engagement with classical texts and with writers of its own 

moment, Boileau’s writing was already concerned with the concepts that 

Longinus identifies as the fundamental questions of poetics. But Jules 

Brody’s reading of Boileau’s relation to Longinus suspects something more 

powerful for this engagement, something that would parallel the speaker’s 

devotion to the figure of Molière throughout the Satires. Brody proposes that 

the “translation must be regarded as ‘an act of faith and adherence.’”19 He is 

perhaps the only historian of Boileau and the seventeenth century to put it in 

these terms (which are the repetition of those of the Italian critic Aldo 

Scaglione, translated for us) and his proposal offers a very powerful frame-

work for Boileau’s relationship to poetics and to Longinus. Brody continues 

by noting that “if it was not apparent—as it surely should have been—that 

the turning to Longinus by a man who was never to translate anything else 

again bespeaks a predilection, then the translation’s strategy and spirit can 

leave no doubt.”20  

This lone act of translation in the middle of the production of texts such 

as the Satires and the Art Poetique (1674) and Le Lutrin (1674) serves as 

an indication of how strongly the translation of Longinus collaborates with 

Boileau’s other poetic production during this period, so that the poet can pro-

pose that they are essentially of a piece—the same type of poetic act. Le 

Lutrin, a mock-heroic rendition of the Querelle des anciens et des modernes, 

was to offer an opening to poetic repetition in the form of Swift’s Battel of the 

Books, Pope’s The Rape of the Lock, and Garth’s The Dispensary, and al-

lows us to see Boileau’s turn to translation as a part of a larger concern with 

a historicisation of poetry, and (as with all those concerned with the ancients 

and moderns) with the establishment of epochal difference. Boileau’s “act of 

faith and adherence,” however, was an intervention that itself embodied a 

relation to antiquity and modernity, establishing faith and adherence to a po-

etics of imitation that could effectively resist the simple question of historical 

truth asked unceasingly by many combatants in the Querelle over the histor-

ical site of literary quality. (Which epoch is “superior”? Which wins?) Rather 
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than accepting the two alternatives in the Querelle and deciding through his-

torical narration that each represents either a progression or a regression,21 

Boileau’s Longinus depicts a project of repetition in which models of sublimity 

are referenced through translative rewriting and reworking, and in which the 

“modern” is refuted not by history (or a progressive narrative of influence) 

but by its own tendency to claim and achieve a disconnection from acts of 

literary repetition. Neither Boileau nor the later Scriblerians will doubt that 

“original composition,” to put it in Edward Young’s later terms, exists.22 But 

what is “new” for Boileau differs from the “new” of those who favour the 

moderns or original composition. It is the disruption of the modern, a cate-

gory of the “new” itself, that has emerged within poetic practice in his time, 

that represents for Boileau (and for the Scriblerians) the epochal change that 

has allowed the very awareness of a Querelle to emerge.  

But in the emergence of such possibility comes, for Boileau, the foreclo-

sure of a relation to the faithfulness that he enacts in the act of translation—

not a faithfulness to the accurate reproduction of texts, but a faithfulness to 

translative acts themselves, a poetic orientation which dwindles in the pre-

sent, for Boileau (and for Longinus), as an endangered technē of sublimity. 

Without faith and adherence as active components in the process of writing, 

the very foundation for the poetic sublime, which is to say, repetition, is re-

lieved of its importance, and writing becomes “modern.” The sublime is the 

register, in Boileau’s translative poetic liturgy, of a mode of affective relation 

to writing that is fundamentally opposite to the modern—not opposite as in a 

relation of negative particularity (the “negation of the negation”), but opposite 

in its different particularity, that which is indifferent in the sense of its absence 

of relation.23 Boileau’s act of faith is an adherence to the event of poetic faith 

itself, a redoubling of the relation of adherence, that serves in its way as a 

critique of the modern in that it performs a incommensurable in-difference 

from that modernity. His concern with writing in the Satires is a concern with 

the possibility of a world in which faithful repetition has itself been cast out 

into the rural wilderness, a world in which Molière’s promised appearance at 

a grotesque feast turns out to be a ruse in order to keep captive those for 

whom poetics is an act of faith. The faithful adherent is vulnerable, in “Satire 

III,” to manipulation (despite his absolute revulsion at all of the “new” that 

surrounds him), and this is certainly one of the difficulties of faith. The mod-

ern is the corrupt scene from which temptation emerges, and the poet, if he 

is to remain productive of sublime affect within his work, must resist this 

temptation, and adhere to a repetitive poetic practice that allows the “new” 

to develop only within the context of faith. 

It was perhaps something of this faith that motivated the post-Boileau 

Dryden in the 1680s when he was engaged in producing an extensive corpus 
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of translations that had become more of the imitative than the emulative va-

riety. Stuart Gillespie describes the moment in which Dryden’s desire to 

translate coincided with both the desire to publish translations on the part of 

Jacob Tonson and an uptick in the desire to consume translations on the 

part of the public.24 The Miscellanies and other translations of important clas-

sical texts (Plutarch’s Lives, Virgil’s Aeneid, Ovid’s Epistles, and many oth-

ers) that resulted from this coincidence of desires was perhaps as opportun-

istic as it was “faithful.” But the commitment to translation on the part of Dry-

den and the growing coterie of translators employed by Tonson indicates an 

increasing dedication to the act of translation as a repetition that brings into 

being a sense of project; among those caught in the echoes of this event 

were the Earl of Roscommon, who produced an important “Essay on Trans-

lated Verse” while founding a translating “academy.”25 The group that 

emerged around Dryden in this period—those engaged in Roscommon’s 

academy as well as those employed by Tonson to translate classical texts 

(and there was some overlap in these groups)26—represents a concerted 

engagement with translation practice as such, in which a coterie worked in 

varying combinations (especially in the popular Miscellanies of classical 

verse published by Tonson largely under Dryden’s supervision) engaged in 

a repetitive literary practice that differed substantially from the “wretched 

scribblers”27 whose translations simultaneously fetishised and made a mock-

ery of imitative repetition by their use of paraphrase and literal translation. 

Gillespie notes that Tonson himself, trying his hand at poetry, writes in the 

preface to Creech’s translation of Lucretius that “Horace we have in Para-

phrastick dress, / (They who enlarge his Poems, make ’em less),” and the 

“overlapping circles” that seem to have orbited Dryden in the 1680s were 

engaged in producing translation that did not “less[en]” the works through 

fetishisation—dogmatic adherence to one of the extremes of translation.28 

The fetish of the literal is, in Dryden and Roscommon’s ideas of translation, 

a foreclosure of sublimity, which exists as it does in Boileau’s Longinus as a 

possibility of poetic judgment—what Longinus calls the kairos of the moment 

of encounter, in which the power of language to achieve affective results is 

available within what is an almost sublime act of decision on the part of the 

poet. The translating coteries of the 1680s were convinced that translation 

itself was an embodiment of the essence of the poetic act, which is to say, 

the opening of poetic writing to the kairos of judgment, an emergent oppor-

tunity for an act of decision that could neither exist in the face of the abso-

lutely “new” of the modern or the literalistic adherence to the ancient in “Par-

aphrastick” translation.  

W.K. Wimsatt, citing Austin Warren’s work, observes that the Imitation 

in the Augustan period is a well-known phenomenon that can be preserved, 



Bill Knight  ░ 74 

[i]f only we keep reiterating the compensating principle that the es-

cape from models was freedom, was expression, was fun, only so 

long as the models were preserved and were present as fields of ref-

erence for the realization of new meanings. An imitation of a classic 

model is always a reference to and only thus a departure from the 

model.29 

Wimsatt here describes the genre of Imitation as an act of citation that opens 

up an occasion of difference, a finding of something idiosyncratic within the 

same. But it is not negative freedom that results from imitative repetition in 

writing, for Boileau and, later, the Scriblerians. Freedom is a fundamentally 

ideological concept, and applying it to the poetic act invites a critical reading 

that identifies the way in which this term seeks to intervene in the interest of 

literary conservatism or another more directly political end, something like 

the Kantian freedom provided by the moral law that establishes duty as the 

only viably valuable behaviour for rational creatures.  

Boileau’s rendition of Longinus and the genre of Imitation in its more 

Boileauvian tendencies participate in sublimity as an affective and forceful 

phenomenon that emerges in oblique ways from acts of reading and writing. 

The sublime presented in 1674 is that feature of language that is both entan-

gled, entwined, implicit to the linguistic act, and, in spite of being caught up 

in this act, in its nature fundamentally non-linguistic and productive of differ-

ence—indeed, it is the only proper pathway to difference, the only way that  

the cohabitation of sublimity with sameness can be materialised effectively. 

It is certainly an uncanny production, although this will become more the 

case after the demise of Scriblerian satire, when the sublime becomes more 

closely aligned with the uncanny and figures of the return of the repressed.30 

The sublime for Boileau and for the Scriblerians is not an escape from lan-

guage, knowledge, or the logos, and it is not quite the return of something 

that served in its repression to establish the regime of normality. It is implicit 

with, and different from, the logos, and can, according to Boileau, be re-

cruited to perform work that is affective, bodily, material, and transformative. 

The sublime in this account is that feature of poetics that enables poetry, 

makes it function as excess, gives it its special status. But it is also precari-

ous—if the function of the linguistic act is given over to the logos, which is to 

say, order, logic, reason, knowledge, in Boileau’s depiction these potentially 

occlude the sublimity of language and threaten to make the linguistic act into 

a production of that overwhelming dullness with which Alexander Pope, the 

last Scriblerian faithfully clinging to Boileau’s concerns, later closes off the 

era of the sublime.  

In Peri Hypsous (Traité du Sublime), as translated by Boileau, Longinus’ 

concern with sublimity takes the form of repeated exemplary performances 
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by textual example. It is a periphrastic elaboration of the poetic sublime that, 

as both Pope and Boileau say, claims in its own construction to participate 

in the same sublimity as the examples it provides.31 Nowhere does Longinus 

attempt to provide a schematic account of the rules of the sublime—his de-

scriptions of the sublime are repeated gestures toward that ineffable element 

to which Boileau repeatedly graces with the vague adjective of taste, “une 

certaine”—an ineffable feature of writing that exists within the very moment 

of the act, and is not available as a rule or as example that would fully govern 

the act of writing. Barbara Warnick proposes that Boileau stresses this inef-

fability, creating a mystery where there was none: “Whereas Longinus 

sought to demystify sublimity by giving examples and showing how its effects 

were achieved, Boileau sought to envelop the Sublime in an aura of mystery 

and ineffability so that it was discernible only to a man of taste—the classical 

critic instantiated in Boileau himself.”32  

While Warnick’s account of Boileau’s tendencies is instructive, it is not 

clear from Peri Hypsous that Longinus sought to provide a schematic of po-

etics that would encourage democratic access, just as it is unclear that the 

particular type of mystery stressed in Boileau’s “une certaine” and the larger 

emphasis on ineffability are motivated by elitism or self-interest. The elitism 

of satire is a significant aspect of the satires of Boileau and his followers, an 

elitism that plagues poetic audacity throughout the long century, coalescing 

again and again into poetry that attempts to rationalise or locate the poet’s 

strange aesthetic relation to a more prosaic society or modernity. Boileau’s 

Longinus proposes an elitist poetics as the only possible poetics—elitism as 

one of the essential elements of poetics. This elitism is an attitude toward 

textuality before it is an engagement with an empirical problem, so that when 

Dryden, Swift, Pope and Johnson repeat Juvenal’s satire of the city, the per-

nicious effects of the masses are an end result of a hypostasis and prolifer-

ation of a relationship to language that closes down the possibility of sublime 

poetics, rather than the other way around, with the masses to blame for cul-

ture’s demise. The only chain of causality that seems to emerge from Boileau 

and the Scriblerians is that from writing outward to the world, even if these 

worldly effects are not absolutely determined or unmediated by other factors. 

This “mysticism” encouraged by Boileau is indeed a significant feature of the 

theory of the sublime here, although differently so than it will be later for 

Burke. In a sense, it is a matter of deferring expectation: the categories of 

sublime poetics depicted here seem on the surface to be analytical catego-

ries—divisions of the sublime into modes or into its affective orientation—but 

each is ultimately oriented toward an enactment of the encounter of the writer 

with the act of writing, a moment made possible only by the imitative relation 

to past example.  
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These exemplary illustrations are performances of sublimity that require 

a kind of mediation on the part of the writer or critic that testifies, that claims 

to work as witness to the sublimity of the text. In performing this testimony, 

the critic provides a mimetic imperative to repeat the production of the sub-

lime: to imitate, and in this imitation, to exceed the linguistic elements of this 

act in the name of language’s immanent self-transcendence. The textual ex-

amples are themselves not the object of the study—it is the relationship be-

tween the descriptive account written by Longinus and the textual examples 

from the already “classical” antiquity of Attic Greece that emerges as the 

prominent feature of the Traité. Much as with Corum’s reading of the Satires, 

the elements function as a periphrastic performance, in their repetition 

around the text’s central figure (Boileau’s term is “circonduction,” a neolo-

gism), an intensification of the gesture towards the sublime. The procedure 

of periphrasis is as much concerned here with the very act of repetition itself 

as it is with providing a variety of images—or, rather, both repetition and va-

riety contribute to the same result because variety is only a repetitive act 

within the treatise. Michael Edwards comments on the significance of Boi-

leau’s attention to periphrasis in the Traité du Sublime, noting that Boileau 

revised Longinus’ depiction of periphrasis as “a risky business, . . . more so 

than any of the other figures.” In Boileau’s translation, this warning issued by 

Longinus becomes a claim that periphrase is like no other figure in its support 

of the sublime.33 Repetition itself—imitation—produces the possibility of re-

cuperating the act of writing within the testimony to writing as event, so that 

the poetic act is a witness to the existence of that which cannot speak, but 

continually inheres as the vital feature of the moment of writing.34 It is simul-

taneously a revelation and a concealment: this is no doubt responsible for 

the “mystification” that, for Warnick, restricts access to poetics. The sublime 

requires devotion to that which cannot become explicit. 

Longinus represents this moment of revealed concealment with the 

term kairos, a term of the Sophists that has a complicated history of interpre-

tation in the West.35 Kairos is a conjunction of temporality, intensity, and pro-

priety, so that most often it seems to indicate a fleeting moment at which an 

intervention can—or must—be made, a moment that can be seized in order 

to provide the proper word, the proper supplement. As noted by William 

Race, there is an indication of exchange in the term—the “proper amount” to 

be paid or exchanged.36 And the element of propriety gestures towards a 

normative correctness, so that we might suspect that the “moment” indicated 

by kairos calls forth compliant obedience within the margins of the proper.37  

Brought to contemporary attention in part by the theology of Paul Tillich, 

who highlights its importance as a fully temporal concept, kairos has become 
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an important figure for composition and rhetorical studies, especially with re-

gard to the opening to context that it produces at the point of linguistic ac-

tion.38 Tillich proposes what seems to be a Longinian or Sophistic version of 

the concept translated into a broader realm of extra-linguistic action: 

A moment of time, an event, deserves the name of Kairos, fullness of 

time in the precise sense, if it can be regarded in its relation to the 

Unconditioned, if it speaks of the Unconditioned, and if to speak of it 

is at the same time to speak of the Unconditioned. . . . [T]rue 

knowledge is knowledge born of the Kairos, that is, of the fate of the 

time, of the point at which time is disturbed by eternity.39 

The “fullness” experienced by the writer or poet: the moment in which choice 

of figure, word, strategy or emphasis can bear witness to that element of 

what Tillich calls fate or the Unconditioned. The Unconditioned is that which 

can find the opening within the conditional of the life of the moment—an el-

ement, in Longinus’ repetitions of this concept, of the non-linguistic—the 

evental, the sublime—always possible within language.40 It is the experience 

of the moment of writing as significant, as a moment, which is to say, a fleet-

ing instant in which an opening to decision has arrived—the possibility exists 

now for the proper decision, the proper response, and this is the impetus to 

rise to the challenge. For Tillich, this concept comes most likely through its 

genealogical development in St. Paul, Kierkegaard and Heidegger.41 Kairos 

for Longinus is not something that occurs objectively, but is that which the 

rhetor or poet is engaged in creating. Its emergence is the only “proper” site 

or scene of poetics, and is that which, for Longinus, makes poetics as such 

a different linguistic performance from that of other forms of writing. In the 

Traité du Sublime, the engagement with the Unconditioned element of lan-

guage that occurs in the kairos of writing allows an opening to poetics to be 

cited in the act of writing. It is this citation of the full moment, the decision 

itself, fixed within a context but not determined by that context, which pro-

duces, in Longinus, the sublime.42 The sublime event of writing is the inau-

guration in the writing subject of an experience of transport, and this transport 

is experienced in a formal sense as truth—as the truth of language that lan-

guage itself hides. 

Some of these trends are in evidence in Longinus’ treatise in Rowe’s 

translation of Boileau in the 1712 Works.43 The depictions there of kairos are 

later targeted by the Scriblerian coterie in the other major work given prima 

facie attribution to Martinus Scriblerus: Peri Bathous, or, The Art of Sinking 

in Poetry (1728). Looking finally at this Scriblerian treatise on the “profound” 

will bring us back to the theme of the modern scene of writing inaugurated 

as a problem of translation by Boileau’s Longinus. It is precisely the poetic 
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production of kairos that adherents to this sublime represent as endangered 

by modern dogmatism in writing, and this endangerment is made into apoc-

alyptic apotheosis in Pope’s final Dunciad, which this perspective on the 

Scriblerians allows us to re-read in these terms of kairos and logos as a cri-

tique of the aesthetics of modernity. 

II. Scriblerus, Anti-Poet 

Stile is divided by the Rhetoricians into the Proper and the Figured. 

Of the Figur’d we have already treated, and the Proper is what our 

Authors have nothing to do with. (Scriblerus, Peri Bathous) 

The acts of imitation and testimony performed by Longinus and Boileau are, 

I argue above, moments of revelation (gesturing towards that which lurks 

alongside the logos) and an act of concealment (positing this implicit feature 

of language as a non-linguistic element that cannot be named). This is 

demonstrated by what seems at first to be an ambivalence towards whether 

the sublime can be delineated by prescription. Longinus/Boileau/Rowe con-

veys that the most important goal for any person who writes “consists in 

shewing how and by what Means the Thing taught is to be acquir’d.”44 But 

this “how and what Means” is not the technē of the sublime; it is not the 

acquisition of knowledge that will allow sublimity to be engaged as a skillful 

performance. Rather, the “how and what means” is, perversely, the path to 

concealment itself. True sublimity resides in the ability to place technē under 

erasure in the moment of writing. Longinus observes that the sublime is the 

way to prevent the jarring revelation that in writing, one pursues a goal or 

gain. “The Sublime is a wonderful Help to Figures,” he writes, in that it does 

not allow them to be associated with technique.  

’[T]is certain that those Discourses, wherein Figures are us’d alone 

[without the aid of the sublime] are suspected of themselves to be 

Designing, Artificial, and Deceitful; especially when they are spoken 

before a Sovereign Judge; and above all, if that Judge is a Great Lord, 

as a Tyrant, a King, or a General of an Army: For he conceives within 

himself an Indignation against the Orator, and cannot bear to hear a 

Vile Rhetorician pretend to deceive him like a Child, with gross De-

vices.45  

One effect of the sublime within writing is, then, to hide any use of technē, 

whether this technē is actually present in the act or not—either way, the sub-

lime provides cover for intention and manipulative technique.46 The sublime 

and its counterpart the “Pathetick” are that which makes the art of writing into 
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something impossible to describe—an ineffable craft that can only be per-

formed within imitative reference to prior performances. They “enter thro’ 

their Natural Affinity to the Emotions of the Soul, or because of their Lustre, 

appear more, and seem to touch our Understanding nearer than the Figures, 

the Art of which they hide; and serve as a Cover for them.”47 This periphrastic 

explanation fails to provide a mechanism for how all of this works—precisely 

its point, producing the artless concealment that enables the sublime and 

that harbours its elitism. This is perhaps best achieved if it is no conscious 

dissembling—the conscious or overt dissembling of artlessness is just an-

other show of art or technē, and requires the supplement of the sublime in 

order to escape being trapped (and revealed) in the realm of intention and 

calculation. It may be that artfulness is present to the writer, but it is also that 

which is erased in writing that performs the sublime, and thus can be linked 

to no knowable effect on the very moment of writing. The “Pathetick has 

never more Effect than when the Orator [writer] does not seem to have stud-

ied it, and it looks as if it was produc’d only by the Occasion itself.”48 This 

Occasion, the apparition of kairos within the act of writing, is that which can 

obscure the element of logocentric corruption inevitably introduced into writ-

ing by technē. If this sense of occasion can be produced, if it can be made 

to dominate the scene of writing, then the scope of temporal consciousness 

is transformed, from that of chronological time (chronos) to that of the full 

moment that seeks to birth writing as an event (kairos).49 

Where does this temporal consciousness reside, though—is this the 

writer or the reader whose awareness of the possible corruption of writing is 

put in abeyance by the experience of sublimity? While there is certainly a 

concern with effect, so that the object of writing, the reader, is depicted as 

variously transported or made suspicious by the rhetor’s attempts, there is 

also a repeated engagement with the writer’s own experience as reader. Re-

gardless of whether the writer has studied the use of figures, and thus ac-

quired a technē, he or she will engage prior textual performance in the act of 

producing the sublime, thereby repeating the scene of a prior moment of 

kairos experienced by a reader who is now a writer. Fidelity to prior textuality 

serves to both deflect attention away from the art of writing that can be 

learned through study and toward the way that the act of writing is a repetition 

of a prior moment of sublimity, a moment being testified to by the present 

scene of kairos and ekstasis.  

In Longinus (and his echoes and repetitions), this testimony to the 

“power” of the sublime is applied to or gestured toward as an already-existing 

moment of transport that, while culturally recognisable, also bears the marks 

of difference. This reference to a prior act is itself that which, if taken up by 

the individual, confronts a different conception of subjectivity, one toward 
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which the self is (figuratively) drawn in ecstatic transport. The subject that 

can emerge in the sublime act of writing is the subject whose engagements 

with the implicit sublimity of language (and thus to subjective “excess”) allow 

the possibility of an ongoing recurrence, as long as this use of the sublime 

can avoid a kind of addictive relation in which the writer is tempted to make 

a fetish of those features in textual example which may have produced the 

original transport. Sublimity requires “une certaine” restraint, which is to say 

the ability to “guide one’s self with prudence.”50 It is an engagement of pru-

dence, or the conviction that kairos emerges in the act of writing, the moment 

in which it is prudent to act, and to act prudently; imitative reference to prior 

moments of prudent action is, in this poetics, the way to allow one’s own 

prudence to take shape. It is in one sense an enthusiasm: “these great Beau-

ties which we meet with in the Works of the Ancients, are like so many Sa-

cred Springs, from whence arise those happy Vapours which infuse them-

selves into the Souls of their Imitators, and animate those very Minds with a 

Warmth they never receiv’d from Nature; so that they are at the Instant 

[kairos], as it were ravish’d and transported by another’s Enthusiasm.”51 At 

the same time, it is a mode of combat, an anxiety of influence, as it were, 

whose motivation to the sublime is driven by “A Noble Jealousy.”52 This com-

bat, however, does not involve maintaining rigid self-definition, as with our 

earlier examination of the moderns in Swift’s Battel, in which jealousy or per-

ceived scarcity was based on a refusal of imitation as a valid task. Here, for 

Longinus, the metaphor of combat is just another periphrastic way of, as 

Jonathan Lamb says, not letting the cat out of the bag. The depiction of ag-

gression is one mode of sublime affect that can emerge from the imitative 

testimony to prior sublimities, especially if those prior examples help to pro-

duce a moment of action whose proper engagement is to fight. But after all, 

it depends on the situation, and it is perhaps just as likely for the sublime to 

be experienced as a shared intimacy, a direct theophany of soul to soul 

within the act of imitation.  

Regardless of the metaphor, it is the production of propriety that counts, 

the formal evocation of the moment of writing as that in which there is an 

opportunity to choose the proper figure, the proper word, or to imitate 

properly. This encounter with writing is not normative in its content, but the 

propriety at work is formally normative in the sense that it is itself the experi-

ence of a faithful repetition of what has been, through the act of reading, 

engaged as another’s faithful repetition of a prior act. There are moments of 

“origin” in Longinus’ account—Demosthenes is exemplary here as the case 

of one for whom imitation was not the proper engagement with kairos. 

Through his seemingly natural sublimity, “he has outdone the most Famous 

Orators in all Ages; leaving ’em as it were, confounded and dazl’d with his 



░    Boileau’s Longinus, Imitative Translation, and the Scriblerians 81 

Thunders and Lightnings: For in those Parts of Oratory, wherein he excels, 

he is so much above ’em, that he sufficiently makes amends for those Parts, 

wherein he was wanting.”53 As sui generis orator, Demosthenes is the great 

example who proves the rule here. While Homer is the figure whose origins 

are lost in the absence of textual predecessors (and not mentioned as im-

portant), Demosthenes stands out as an origin in order to indicate that his 

own works are responses to a kairos for which the proper act was origination. 

When necessary, one must create in order to preserve an opening to imita-

tive sublimity. 

Scriblerus is not depicted as an autopoeitic origin of himself, of course—

rather, his origins indicate a hyperbolic extension of citation to its more ab-

surd extremities, so that in the Memoirs we are overwhelmed with his birth 

from out of scholarly textual reference. The coterie relationship from which 

Scriblerus arises as an emergent and virtual figure is also not original—it is 

certainly a citation of and an alternative to Addison’s various clubs, and it is 

also a citation of the fabled coterie of friends depicted in La Fontaine’s Les 

Amours de Psyché (1669), which begins: “Four Friends, whose Acquaint-

ance began by the Muses [par le Parnasse], form’d a kind of Society, which 

I shou’d call academical, had their Number been greater, or had Letters been 

as much their Object as Pleasure. The first Rule they prescrib’d to them-

selves, was, to banish Disputations of a regular kind, and all that might have 

the Air of an academical Conference.”54 This society of those who would 

eliminate academic dogma from French letters was known as “Les Amis de 

Psyché” and was rumoured to have consisted of La Fontaine, Racine, Mo-

lière, and Boileau. Jean Demeure has written extensively in the early part of 

the previous century on these rumours, and has found the coterie to be “un-

locatable” [introuvable], the product of literary speculation that hid a roman-

tically wishful revisioning of the authors’ relationships.55 And I must add to 

any list of possible influences of Scriblerus the “friendship” that presides over 

the work of Katherine Philips and the coterie she was driven to constantly 

generate and mourn in her poetry.56 

Scriblerus is a personification of, an engagement with, and an imitation 

of, the critique of modernity that comes to British writing in the wake of Boi-

leau’s Longinus. As such, he is a figure whose existence is the sign of a 

break or a transformation that has made vital differences distinguishable. As 

a product of “friends,” Scriblerus serves to anchor a relationship dedicated 

to the conjunction between one kind of poetic act (Pope’s original plan was 

to publish the “works of the unlearned,” which is to say, the Scriblerian satire 

of both common sense and the abuse of learning) and the bonds between 

individuals who were devoted to it.57 Patricia Brückmann notes that “the 

Scriblerian sense of the club as a driving force, out to reform, gave a power 
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to their rhetoric and certain kinds of predictable limits.”58 As I have stressed, 

reform starts with what is figured by the Scriblerians as a crisis in poetics. 

Out of this perception emerged a project that was at times called a friendship, 

and partly out of a concern with friendship in its relation to writing emerged 

the figure of Scriblerus. These social relations are extrapolated in other ways 

by the group—in Pope’s various innovations in publishing practice, for in-

stance, or in Swift’s intervention in the Drapier coinage, or in the attitudes 

toward social bonds in Gay’s poetry. The social features emergent from al-

ienated poetic and linguistic habit are illuminated by the figure of Scriblerus, 

extending by the vehicle of satire to cover much of the social terrain. This 

extension is possible because Scriblerian satiric writing engages itself con-

stantly with producing the kairos of an impending or recently achieved mo-

dernity—this engagement with the modern is at the same time an engage-

ment with sublimity that exposes other, less timely, forms of writing as simi-

larly connected to the corruption, decadence, filth, and dogmatism of the mo-

dernity the Scriblerians depict. 

Scriblerus’ Peri Bathous is the most explicit echo of Boileau’s Longinus, 

and offers the most direct evidence of a persistently Longinian confrontation 

with modernity in the registers of poetics, translation, and sublimity. The text, 

ostensibly a parody of Longinus, is a treatise on a mode of poetics that would 

make the language of poetry available to common readers, to those who fail 

to attain the sublime heights of poetic citation of ancient models (something 

that became less of a literary concern later in the century). The treatise is a 

repetition of Swift’s Battel, and begins with the author (Scriblerus, although 

it was printed as a joint production of Swift and Pope in the 1728 Miscella-

nies) explaining that the goal of the moderns should be that of “leveling” the 

ancients so their high Parnassus would be accessible to more “reasonable” 

writers.59 The sheer numbers of the moderns (a reiteration of Swift’s earlier 

distinction) indicates—invoking kairos—that the pressure to level the moun-

tain is going to become, very soon, overwhelming. Instead of a fight, what 

Scriblerus wants for his moderns is a treatise that will lead to an essentially 

“leveling" poetics, a counterweight to Longinus. The concerns attributed to 

the “wiser” of the moderns are “Profit or Gain; in order to acquire which, ‘tis 

necessary to procure Applause, by administring Pleasure to the Reader: 

from whence it follows demonstrably, that their Productions must be suited 

to the present Taste” (89). This pleasure, if nothing else, is a mirror image of 

that communicable feature of the sublime that inheres in its repetition. The 

profit-minded poets of the bathos are fundamentally opposed to their oppo-

sites in that they are engaged in an accumulative project—the chronos of 

profit contains and delimits the relation to the reader, so that all such pleas-

ure communicated will be recouped in the name of gain—and unabashedly 
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so (this is, after all, no secret trades manual, but a guide to making poetry 

“common”).  

Peri Bathous is in effect a guide to the many ways within writing that the 

opening to kairos valued by Longinus can be prevented. Above all else, its 

depiction of the moderns’ project is a handbook for preventing the appear-

ance of a crucial moment, an opening to an event that might be seized by 

writers in the name of that opening and as a matter for testimony and fidelity. 

Here, what is seized is the moment of modernity’s groundswell, providing the 

great occasion for Scriblerus to write his treatise. But the treatise repeatedly 

disclaims the production of kairos, providing instance after instance of ways 

to prevent it. Poetry is “of dangerous consequence to the state” if suppressed 

and censored, so it should be set free to be deprived of the kairos of the 

moment of explosion that comes from suppression. Common sense serves 

to eliminate the possibility of a poet achieving excellence, and thus of provid-

ing strong example and indicating the legitimacy of greatness (93). Mixture 

of styles, genres, and figures is useful to the moderns in its ability to confound 

reference and make devotion to imitative writing impossible (93). The act of 

“chusing and separating such Circumstances in a Description as illustrate or 

elevate the Subject” must be disallowed and countermanded by a “prolixity” 

of description so that “Choice and Distinction” become impossible within the 

moment of reading (103).  

The mode of imitation proposed by the treatise (for it must deal with this 

idea in some parodic way) can operate in either of two ways: “the First is 

when we force to our own Purposes the Thoughts of others; The Second 

consists in copying the Imperfections, or Blemishes of celebrated Authors” 

(108). This is hardly subtle, but it reminds us that imitation for the moderns 

is a difficult idea to fit within the insistence on the “new,” or on the autonomy 

of the modern. This focus on innovation is, here (and in Swift’s Battel) the 

antithesis of kairos, so that the modern vision is that of a world in which the 

new is produced without occasion, without propriety—as a reflex or habit that 

removes any experience of temporality other than the chronological (that of 

progression). “The true Genius,” we are told, “rarely fails” when faced with 

“such occasions” as are associated with sublime poetics—rarely fails, that 

is, to provide “Points, Conceits, and Proper Similes” to “avoid throwing them-

selves or their Readers into any indecent Transports” (109). Here, kairos is 

allowed, as long as it is used to conceal itself—as long as what results is the 

erasure of kairos, and the accompanying prominence of technē. This theme 

continues, and is generally essential to the Scriblerian tract’s response to 

Longinus. Writing’s genius must be made explicit, and the artfulness must 

be staged in order to reveal the writer’s particular knowledge of such “rules.” 

Figures should “refer exactly the Mold in which they were form’d, in all its 
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Inequalities, Cavities, Obliquities, odd Crannies, and Distortions” (109–10). 

The particularities that emerge from this figural revelation are not concerned 

to produce variety as much as they are designed to display an excess of 

attention to the art of writing. Writing must become meta-writing if it is to 

attain the ultimate bathos that will nullify the graphic act, erasing its own 

transformative and affective potential. 

This is repeated, of course, in the Dunciad’s great paratextual appa-

ratus, a virtuoso performance of the age’s critics (Bentley, Wotton, Dennis, 

et al.) and their supplementation of text with prescriptive commentary. Like 

the “mist” of obscurity that a truly bathetic writer will wrap around “Thought” 

(114), paratext serves to obscure the text’s ability to claim for itself the inter-

vention into a moment, the saying of the proper words—the possibility of 

writing as event. The Dunciad Variorum is an achievement like none other in 

the field of textual containment, in the performance of dogmatic critical tech-

nique. The later four-book Dunciad, which still preserves the paratext, is ori-

ented toward slightly different goals, and might be said to exceed the bathetic 

forces of modernity in its vision of apocalypse—a truly sublime performance 

to end all sublime performances.  

As James Noggle senses in The Skeptical Sublime, there are important 

ways in which Scriblerian satire is unable and unwilling to resort to pure skep-

tical negativity or nihilism.60 Above all, there is a fundamental demand for 

positivity (even in the face of the abyss of Dullness) within the poetic princi-

ples of the Scriblerians and their allied Longinians—the late-seventeenth-

century translators, imitators, and neoclassical adherents to the party of the 

ancients who located sublimity in the repetitions and differences of a faithful 

adherence to prior sublimity. For these adherents of ekstasis and kairos as 

both ethical and poetic principles, writing remains that which can and must 

enable subjectivity, that which can produce an experience of excess that, 

were it not a category of logos, we could call truth, an excess that can enable 

the persistence of a subjective commitment to truth in spite of modernity. The 

undetermined and nevertheless ethical and poetic qualities of the “right mo-

ment” are above all what the Scriblerians wanted to preserve—not by any 

means their own particular historical moment, but the persisting ability to pro-

duce the sophistic jolt that enables kairos and thunders the truth in the form 

of the sublime. This commitment to the preservation of the sublime in writing 

emerges from Longinus’ theories of imitative and translative sublimity, given 

voice to a new audience by Boileau in 1674 and repeated in the many works 

of Dryden, Tonson, Roscommon, and others who were committed to various 

degrees to Longinian translation and poetics. In the works of the Scriblerians, 

this commitment to Boileauvian imitation reaches a certain (“une certaine”) 
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peak, but also a certain limit. Following the death of Pope and Swift, neo-

classicism gives way to shifts in theories of translation and composition. The-

ories of translation and composition that preserved a fidelity to Boileau’s Lon-

ginus, to its relations of emulation and imitation, its kairos and ekstasis, are 

replaced, in Young and others, by a turn towards originality in composition. 

In Kant, the sublime becomes a notion largely detached from explicit con-

cerns of rhetoric, narration, or poetics. It enables, for the subject, not the 

subtle but undetermined differences enabled by an imitative and translative 

relation to the sublime, but the pedagogy or profit of a reinscription of the 

capacities of rationality. Around the event of Boileau’s Longinus an outline of 

subjective reactions makes itself briefly visible in literary history, the figures 

of variously connected, engaged, and committed writers who, for a period, 

energised discourse on translation, poetics, literary history, and the question 

of modernity itself. In echoing, imitating, and differing from Boileau, these 

Longinian writers preserved a faithful commitment to the sublime as itself an 

act of faithful adherence to imitative, emulative, and translative writing—and 

all the differences these repetitions create. 
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