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Abstract

It is the goal of this paper to introduce Burke’s concept of the sublime
and utilize those guidelines as a theoretical framework in order to analyze
Byron’s poem Darkness.

The sublime is an aesthetic concept which fascinated the literary community
for centuries; reaching its height during the Romantic period. By the time Lord
Byron had reached maturity as a writer, several theories had already been
developed for determining which experiences were evocative of the sublime
and which experiences were not. One of the most important systems for
uncovering the sublime was developed by Edmund Burke.

Burke was a leading statesman and contributed a great deal to the
discourse of the sublime by building upon earlier theories and applying an
empirical theoretical underpinning to the task of ascertaining the sublime. His
1757 book, A Philosophical Enquiry into our Understanding the of the
Sublime and Beautiful was an influential piece of literature in that it provided
an accessible and empirical method for determining which pieces of literature
were sublime and which were simply beautiful. In his book, Burke goes into
detail about which concepts and experiences will produce the sublime. These
experiences and concepts include vastness, darkness, solitude, and many
others.

A near contemporary of Burke, Lord Byron wrote his poem Darkness,
in the year 1816. That year was the year which Byron left England
permanently on the heels of the dissolution of his disastrous marriage. The
year 1816 was also known as “The Year Without a Summer” due to
unseasonably cold and dark weather caused by the eruption of a volcano.
Darkness is an apocalyptic poem which mixes Biblical imagery and current
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events to create a sublime experience for the reader. Byron’s poem capitalizes
on almost every criterion for creating the Burkean sublime.
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