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Exploring the Poetic Pathways to the Sublime

The sublime is a concept that has been deeply rooted in philosophy. It encompasses human experiences that are both awe-inspiring and overwhelming, often defying easy comprehension. The concept of the sublime is so complex that words are not enough to encapsulate it within the confines of language. However, poets grapple with the challenge of portraying the sublime through literary strategies and techniques. Poetry has a profound ability to transport readers beyond the ordinary and into the realm of the sublime. This essay delves into the various strategies used in poetry to evoke the sublime and explores how different writing techniques contribute to enhancing the reader’s experience of this transcendent phenomenon. It will aim to unravel the intricate ways in which poets navigate the complexities of the sublime through literary techniques such as symbolism, imagery and metaphor. I will begin with an overview of Immanuel Kant’s conceptualization of the sublime. I will then delve into concrete examples of the use of literary techniques in William Wordsworth’s (1850) Book VIII and XIII of The Prelude, to analyze the effectiveness of how various strategies enhance the reader’s experience in evoking Kant’s view of the sublime. Furthermore, I will reflect on my own personal thoughts about the sublime, specifically in nature, and how the interplay of philosophy and poetry can better one’s writing. 
For Kant, the sublime is feeling threatened by something but then finding your own ability to overcome what is threatening you. He breaks it up into the mathematical sublime and the dynamic sublime. From my understanding, the mathematical sublime involves the contemplation of vast magnitudes typically in nature while the dynamic sublime has more to do with one’s own physical well-being. His distinction between the two is based on how they challenge the human mind. The sublime is more of a feeling or state than anything. It is something you encounter such as a towering mountain or a sea of powerful thunderstorms that evokes a terror of emotion within. Poets engage with Kant’s notion of the sublime and how it involves aspects of nature that exceed our ability to fully represent or comprehend. They use language to bring emotions to the surface that parallel with the overwhelming experience of the sublime. 
In Book VIII of The Prelude, Wordsworth explores the sublime through scenes and activities around Helvellyn, a mountain in the Lake District of England. He uses imagery to describe the picturesque sights and sounds that surround him during a summer festival and reflects on a delightful day. “Hill and valley, mountains, river, woods, and plains,” set the scene. He uses metaphor to emphasize the freedom and expansiveness of the natural scene, suggesting a sense of boundless beauty. “Eagles and vultures wheeling round and round,” gives the reader a clear picture of what’s going on above. Although birds don’t “wheel,” they do fly in circles, giving the illusion of a wheel. Birds also symbolize new beginnings, hope and freedom which connotate with the sublime. Another metaphor I found is, “through a dread region wide of dreary space,” which widens the scope of the experience, emphasizing the vast and potentially intimidating nature of the sublime. The soul is symbolically awakened to a higher state of consciousness so when Wordsworth states, “awake, my soul! Not only passive praise. Thou owest,” it suggests a symbolic ascent to a sublime understanding. When one encounters the sublime, it becomes etched in their mind. Unlike mundane experiences, the sublime leaves a lasting impression on the individual’s consciousness. It can often lead to existential questions about oneself and the limitations of human understanding. “I stood alone, and seemed to be a tower,” symbolizes a solitary and elevated state which suggests a heightened perspective. I would argue that some form of a heightened connection is necessary to access the sublime. A sense of humility and insignificance often overtakes one’s body who is experiencing the sublime prompting a reflection of one’s place in the grand scheme of existence. A darker aspect of symbolism in Book XIII is, “a gloom on Nature, aye, a frown, -the end,” (Wordsworth 1850, 126-149) which perhaps hints at the unpredictable and challenging facets of the natural world that must be faced to experience the awe-like state. These examples showcase Wordsworth’s skillful way of using literary devices to convey the beauty, power, and complexity of the sublime. 
In Book XIII of The Prelude, Wordsworth goes on to describe a mystical experience during a nighttime walk. The moonlight transforms the landscapes, revealing a scene of profound beauty and majesty. He uses vivid imagery to describe the scene, such as “a silent sea of hoary mist,” “hundred hills,” and “the solid vapours stretched.” This paints the scene for the reader and creates an experience. After countless readings through this excerpt, I recognized the prominent significance of the moon. The moon is metaphorically described as “naked in a firmament of azure without cloud,” (Wordsworth 1850, 228-240) casting a radiant light upon the surroundings. This suggests a celestial and unobstructed presence up in the sky. Because of some’s religious relations to the sublime, it is worth noting the biblical meaning of firmament, being the solid dome created by God during Genesis to divide the primal sea into upper and lower portions so that the dry land could appear. This helps picture what Wordsworth is trying to convey in this excerpt from Book XIII. As Wordsworth observes the moonlit scene, nature takes on the brilliance that seems to symbolize a transcendent order. The moon becomes a symbol of higher thoughts, intellectual contemplation, and the sublime experience of nature. The poem explores themes of nature’s influence on the human mind and the connection between the outside world and one’s internal thoughts. Wordsworth’s use of language evokes the sublime experience that arises from contemplating the vastness of the universe. He often emphasizes the transformative power of nature, and these passages are prime examples of his exploration of the sublime in the natural world. 
Being as The Prelude is filled with older poetry than I am used to studying, I found difficulty in finding the literary techniques used by Wordsworth to evoke the sublime. However, once I narrowed it down to fewer literary devices to search for, they became more apparent with each read. It is worth noting how important it is to reflect on the overlap of philosophy and poetry (and all subjects, for that matter) and how useful knowledge of both can be in succeeding in the two subjects. Poetry and philosophy share a deep, intricate relationship, often aligning in their exploration of emotions, fundamental human experiences and existential questions. Philosophers challenge norms, question assumptions and seek a deeper understanding. Poets often engage in a similar process by challenging societal norms, questioning perceptions and offering alternative viewpoints through their creative expressions. This is why when searching for the sublime in poetry, it is necessary to take philosophers’ ideas into account. 
As a creative writer who adores poetry, I believe I will find it useful to use the sublime as a tool to navigate themes in my writing, particularly with nature. I understand why poets are drawn to the sublime in the natural world as they aim to allow readers to experience the breathtaking beauty and intimidating power of nature through the poet’s eyes. Towering mountains, vast oceans, or tumultuous storms can evoke strong emotional responses. Poets use these natural occurrences to construct emotionally charged poems that resonate deeply with readers. Literary devices can be used as a canvas to express a wide range of feelings like joy, serenity, fear and reverence. 
On one hand, nature brings me a sense of peace and tranquility in a way that nothing else can. For example, when I look out on the hills of Lampeter and there is nothing but green space, I feel at ease. On the other hand, nature is the most terrifying concept imaginable. For example, my stomach turns when I think of the ocean and how much there is left to explore. The dangers of the North Sea and the unknown of the Bermuda Triangle are thoughts that bring terror to my chest and lead me to turn on the television to distract myself from the many questions I have that will remain unanswered. That said, I believe the importance of the sublime is significant because there is beauty behind the madness and value in instances driven by fear. 
I can see why poets use the sublime as a gateway to explore themes of transcendence and spirituality. In a sense, the sublime can be seen as something to overcome to reach the spiritual destination one’s been longing for. Nature becomes a symbolic realm where the ordinary transcends into the extraordinary. Nature’s elements have a fascinating way of embodying challenges and threats to the human mind. Storms, cliffs, and raging rivers all strike an uneasy note in our brains to signal dangerous circumstances. Poets can use these aspects to explore themes of struggle or resilience. It is important to reflect on the fragility of humans and how powerful nature is. Tsunamis, tornados and avalanches often take our lives. No matter how powerful humanity becomes, we cannot alter the agenda of the natural world. Drawing on nature in the sublime provides writers with a rich tapestry of images, themes and emotions that offer infinite inspiration to craft poetry that explores the depths of human experience and our connection to the natural world. 
In the interplay between philosophy and poetry, we have explored the intricate pathways to the sublime. Although Kant’s notions of the sublime make it practically impossible to be represented through language, poets have and continue to take on the challenge of employing the strategies necessary to evoke the sublime in the reader. Through Wordsworth’s use of imagery, metaphor, and symbolism, his poetry becomes a vessel for the transcendental experience and leaves a mark on the reader’s psyche. As readers navigate the poetic landscape, they find themselves as active participants in a journey towards the extraordinary, terrifying concept that is the sublime. However, we also must recognize the challenges and limitations that remain in representing the sublime, bringing light to the elusive nature of the unrepresentable. To conclude, this exploration stresses the connection between language and the sublime, inviting further contemplation and appreciation of the ineffable within the realm of poetry. 
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Insignificant 

“I’m going out for a smoke!” I step outside of the Devil’s Den and light my cigarette. The rain washes over my sins as I look up to the sky. There is no moon to be seen beyond the neon sign that reads “Pub” or stars to gaze at through the streetlights that peer over me. I am surrounded by bodies that fly by and I’m so high I feel like I could fly. I am alone out here but surrounded by people with the same snow flowing through their veins. I am powerful. But still, insignificant. How will I return to the stage? How will I be a star when I can’t see the stars in the big city? My hair is wet now. I shake. I can feel my heart beating through my chest as people rush by to escape from the rain. Bump-Bump, Bump-Bump. “Do you want another bump?” My head snaps forward. I’ve been joined by a friend. Back inside we go to drown out the rain that falls onto the roof of the pub as pints flow as voices grow as we squish into the bathroom. I powder my face and powder my nose and order another pint and we follow each other in circles all night until we land in someone’s kitchen who I don’t know the name of and there’s no more liquor but there’s another bag on the way. My phone says 07:36. How did I get here? Literally, the Uber dropped me off but figuratively, I run blank. Can I blame my mother who left for Saskatoon when I reached the age of nine? Or my dad who is powdered down in the ground? My heart beats into the nothingness of this kitchen. The bag arrives. My flight leaves at 16:00. 
 
I watch planes go up as I come down and the void settles into my stomach. I haven’t eaten in two days. My hands shake as I shake my pack of Belmonts praying for two more. I have one. I inhale my vice and exhale the last blur of a month. Back I go to the muddy shithole I chose. “It’s grand,” I always say. It’s got to be better than this anyway.  

The flight attendants strut down the runway and grant me a whiskey with ginger ale. Hours pass and as hard as I press my eyes shut, they won’t close. My mind remains open, and my thoughts unlock every word said, every pint drank, every key turned up my nose.  

I wait for my luggage and fatigue finds me too late. One hour to Victoria Coach Station. My luggage weighs me down on the tube as blackness fills my nose. Astounding how it can find room. The Flixbus puts me to bed and I am awoken by a “Miss, we’ve arrived in Swansea.” I miss my coach to Carmarthen and listen to a woman, about my age, yell at a man for the trains being delayed. Because surely, it’s his fault. I ponder on the amount of energy that courses through her veins. Striking and fierce. I ponder on the last time I felt rage. The last time I got so angry I screamed at an old man.  

My friend picks me up in Carmarthen and I struggle through small talk all the way deep down into the mud. I return to my little room. In this little town. I roll myself a cigarette. 

The chill fills my lungs along with the smoke and I feel like I can breathe for the first time in a month. For the first time in a month, I have thoughts and time to ponder on them. I have nowhere to rush to and no people to see. I take a drag and tilt my head back. For the first time in a month, my eyes fill with stars. I make out constellations and for the first time in a month, tears prick my eyes. There is so much space in this night sky. There is so much time to gaze and trace out patterns. I am so small. I have so much time on my hands. My stomach rolls down a hill and an overwhelming flash of terror takes over my body. Tsunami tides flow down my cheeks. I am tired of the go and the skin being gone around my nails. I am sick of the substances that numb my ever-flowing river of a mind. I am alone in this cathedral of nature. I am stuck knee-deep in the mud and tall along the pines. I am free in this landscape of awe to be whoever I wish. Better. I wish to be better. I am insignificant. Finally. 
























Creative Piece Commentary

For my creative piece, I found myself inspired by the 1945 novel in prose poetry By Grand Central Station I Sat Down and Wept, by Canadian author Elizabeth Smart. Although the work was inspired by a love affair and has nothing to do with the sublime, I constantly find myself re-reading the piece. And since it has been far too long since I’ve written a prose poem, I was compelled to take my creative piece as an opportunity. Over Christmas break, I return home to the bustling city of Vancouver, Canada. Although I had the privilege of visiting with family, I fell back into the ever-flowing party scene that I grew up in. As someone who has struggled with substance abuse in the past, I was reminded of my struggles by witnessing my friends go through similar experiences in front of my eyes. The ongoing drug epidemic in Vancouver is something I have grown up around and have become desensitized to. It wasn’t until I returned after living in Wales for a few months that I noticed how twisted it is to be around people getting intoxicated and high every day. When I returned to Lampeter this January, I found myself in awe of the ability to see the stars every night without streetlights or substances getting in the way. 
Knowing I had this creative piece to develop, I wrote my first draft on the night I returned from the point of view of a character who is experiencing the sublime for the first time while simultaneously hitting rock bottom. In a sense, I tried to encapsulate the sublime saving this character from their addiction. I played with repetition, rhyme, metaphor, alliteration, personification, and sentence structure to show the reader the state of the narrator's mind. 
