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Stirring the Soul
Du Bos and the Aesthetic of the Artificial Passions

Maddalena Mazzocut-Mis *

Jean-Baptiste Du Bos’s Critical Reflections on Poetry and Painting offers a pro-
found exploration of the emotional power of art, positioning it as a pivotal force
in human experience. Du Bos contends that art’s primary function is to evoke
and channel emotions through what he terms ‘artificial passions’: temporary yet
intense emotional states that mimic real-life passions without their lasting conse-
quences. He argues that humanity’s natural sensitivity to emotional stimuli forms
the foundation of society and our collective aesthetic experience. Art provides a
form of controlled catharsis, allowing individuals to confront existential voids and
emotional stagnation. Du Bos emphasizes the unique pleasure derived from balanc-
ing emotional engagement with the cognitive awareness that the depicted events
are fictional. This ‘aesthetic disinterest’ fosters a space where reason and sentiment
collaborate, enabling viewers to feel deeply while maintaining emotional safety.
Du Bos critiques simplistic notions of art as mere distraction, asserting instead
that its purpose is to connect individuals through shared emotional experiences,
fostering empathy and solidarity. Moreover, he addresses the moral dimension of
art, suggesting that its capacity to stir compassion can promote ethical behaviour.
His insights into the fleeting nature of emotions, the dangers of emotional desen-
sitization, and the interplay of instinct and reason offer a nuanced understanding
of how art resonates with human sensitivity. Ultimately, Du Bos’s reflections un-
derscore art’s enduring ability to evoke, soothe, and unify, revealing its essential
role in both individual and societal well-being.

* University of Milan (maddalena.mazzocut-mis @ unimi.it).
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Consequently, nature decided to construct us in
such a way that everyone that we approach has a powerful

effect on us so that those who need our consideration or
assistance can easily affect us.¹

1. A ‘Prompt and Solicitous’ Sensitivity

Jean-Baptiste Du Bos,² a thoughtful and cultured philosopher, develops a
unique and original approach to aesthetics by focusing on how art affects our
emotions. He explores the emotional reactions of the viewer, drawing on the
traditions of emotional art theory, as well as the ideas of thinkers like Descartes
and Pascal. His perspective is shaped by a refined, though somewhat varied, cul-
tural background.

In Critical Reflections on Poetry and Painting,³ Du Bos argues that the public
is drawn to art that evokes a deep emotional response, what he refers to as an

¹ Jean-Baptiste Du Bos, Critical Reflections on Poetry and Painting (Brill, 2022), 113.
² Jean-Baptiste Du Bos was born in Beauvais on December 21, 1670. He studied theology in Paris
and began an ecclesiastical career. In 1695 he published his first historical work, Histoire des quatre
Gordiens, prouvée et illustrée par les médailles, a work that opened the doors to a diplomatic career
(his important missions in Holland, Italy and England are remembered—where he met Locke and
had the opportunity to read Addison). In 1703 he published Les Intérêts de l’Angleterre mal entendus
dans la guerre présente, one of his most significant political works, also translated into Italian and
Spanish. In 1709 he published theHistoire de la ligue faite à Cambray, entre Jules II, pope, Maximilien
I, Empereur, Louis XII, Roy de France, Ferdinand V, Roy d’Aragon, et tous les Princes d’Italie, contre
la République de Venise, which had five French editions and was translated into English, Italian and
German. In 1719, in addition to publishing the Réflexions critiques sur la poésie et sur la peinture,
a fundamental work for philosophical reflection on art, he was elected member of the Académie
Royale des Inscriptions et Belles Lettres, an official recognition by the academic and artistic world.
In Histoire critique de l’établissement de la monarchie françoise dans les Gaules (1734), his most po-
litically challenging work, he investigates the origins of the monarchy and the provenance, in his
opinion illegal, of noble rights. He died in Paris on 23 March 1742.
³ The Critical Reflections on Poetry and Painting appeared in 1719, in two volumes, by the publisher
J. Mariette in Paris. In 1733, Du Bos oversaw the re-edition—again with the Mariettes—in three
volumes (it is worth noting the extended digression on music found in the third volume, although
Du Bos had already devoted considerable attention to the subject in the first part of the original
edition). In 1740, a new edition appeared, with the only modification being the change of some
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‘inner tremor’ or a sort of ‘rebellion’ against one’s own pleasure. His claim that
art arises from a rebellion against pleasure is significant, not only because he ar-
gues that the supposed pleasure of art actually comes from a kind of discomfort,
but also because he seeks to explain ‘how feelings arise’ within people. This is
a complex idea, particularly when tested through observation and experience.
Since the emotions art evokes are familiar to everyone, Du Bos insists there can
be no room for deception or error.

Du Bos also understands how easily human emotions can be stirred, whether
by real-life events or by artistic representations. He notes that human beings
are naturally sensitive, which forms the basis of society: “Nature has implanted
in the heart this quick and easy sensibility as the primary foundation of soci-
ety”.¹ For Du Bos, emotions must be stimulated quickly and intensely to keep
people from falling into boredom and despair—conditions that, if extreme, can
even lead to death. Although emotions need to be cultivated, Du Bos warns
against allowing them to become obsessions. He also recognizes that emotions
are fleeting and will inevitably fade; the speed at which they do so is tied to
their temporary nature.

However, exalting emotions comes with risks. The same sensitivity that al-
lows people to feel pleasure also allows them to experience pain. As a result,
there is little difference between what a viewer feels in response to real events
and what they feel when watching artistic representations. This raises the ques-
tion: how is a tragic play different from a gladiator show?

In Section II of the first part of the Réflexions, Du Bos observes that if it is
true there exists a paradoxical coexistence between civilization and cruelty—if
the Romans delighted in such spectacles to the point of engineering weapons
to prolong combat and delay death—it is equally true that gladiators were not
only trained to fight but also to die with grace, according to a true “art” of dy-
ing, thus aestheticizing—so to speak—the reality of agony and inevitable death.
Aestheticization, in this context, serves to discipline the passions and mitigate

section titles. This edition served as the model for the posthumous editions of 1755 and 1770. In
2005, together with Paola Vincenzi, I edited the first critical edition of the Reflections for Aesthetica
Edizioni in Palermo. In 2021, the first critical English edition was published (the quotations in this
essay are taken from that edition). Finally, in December 2025, the critical French edition will also
appear, demonstrating the growing interest in this author in recent years.
¹ Du Bos, Critical Reflections on Poetry and Painting, 113.
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their emotional impact through the ‘screen’ of performance, governed by its
own rules and rituals. Yet once the spectacle’s allure is stripped away, the un-
derlying problem reemerges: in the case of gladiators, death remains real. For
Du Bos, the ‘scopophilic impulse’, far from implying any moralistic condemna-
tion, must not devolve into sadism, nor can it result in habituation. Emotion
must be pushed to its extreme limits, but within a regime of illusion that allows
for its manipulation and, one might say, its control.

Were art to be assimilated to the circus, to games of chance, to bloody spec-
tacles, public executions, or martyrdom, its function would be reduced to that
of merely occupying the mind—diverting it from empathetic engagement with
the suffering of others through excitation and emotional arousal. In such a
framework, pain—whether physiologically experienced or representationally
transposed—would not give rise to pleasure, but rather to a temporary suspen-
sion of self-awareness, a momentary obliteration of the self. However, this inter-
pretation of Du Bos’s thought—common even in his own time¹—oversimplifies
his view.

In the early 18ᵗʰ century, the idea that art should provoke strong emotionswas
not widely accepted. Emotions, like passions, were considered unpredictable
and temporary, and therefore unreliable for making clear judgments. But can
Du Bos’s emotional theory of art challenge this belief? For Du Bos, emotion
is not a private or elite experience. Once purified from prejudice, emotion is
something that can be shared and communicated. It involves a connection we
might call ‘sympathetic’—an awareness of shared experience.

Whether the emotion is joy or repulsion, it has a quality that allows the
viewer to form a judgment. This emotional reaction is not an unjustified projec-
tion but a genuine response to the artwork. Du Bos places the source of pleasure
in sensitivity and emotional engagement. He draws on instinct and natural re-
actions to explain how people respond to powerful emotions. He observes,

In fact, the state of agitation in which our passions keep us, even during solitude, is so
intense that every other state is languorous by comparison. Thus, by instinct, we run
after the objects that can excite our passions, though these make impressions on us that

¹ See Luigi Russo, ed., J.-B. Du Bos e l’estetica dello spettatore (Aesthetica Preprint, 2005) for an
overview of these issues.
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often cost us disturbed nights and painful days; but most people suffer more from life
without passions than the passions make them suffer.¹

In Du Bos’s emotional theory, instinct is reconsidered not as something op-
posed to reason, but as a natural guide for making choices, even in matters of
aesthetics. By grounding pleasure in emotion and sensitivity, Du Bos does not
reject reason. Instead, reason works alongside passion, helping to contextualize,
evaluate, and moderate our feelings. Even when we experience the ‘pleasure of
crying’ during a moving scene at the theatre, reason steps in to remind us that
what we are witnessing is fictional. This reasoning helps prevent the emotions
from becoming too overwhelming.

However, there is a danger in unchecked emotional attraction. Du Bos notes
how crowds gather to witness gruesome spectacles, such as public executions,
despite knowing that the violence and suffering will leave a lasting, haunting
impression. He writes, “An emotion that reason poorly represses makes some
people sprint after objects most able to tear the heart. Crowds go to see a spec-
tacle, the most terrible that people can watch”.² This attraction to danger and
suffering, evenwhen not directly experienced, is powerful but potentially harm-
ful if it is not contained within a temporary, controlled setting.

2. ‘Beings of a New Nature’

There are ways to reduce the negative effects of strong passions, which of-
ten leave a ‘bitter taste in the mouth.’ Du Bos observes that real or genuine
passions—what he often refers to as ‘authentic passions’—are those that elicit
the most intense sensations in the soul, yet they frequently result in painful

¹ Du Bos, Critical Reflections on Poetry and Painting, 98.
² Du Bos, Critical Reflections on Poetry and Painting, 99.
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consequences. The brief pleasure we feel in the face of real tragedy is followed
by prolonged sadness. Du Bos wonders if art could help separate the enjoyment
of passion from the negative aftereffects. He asks,

Could art not, so to speak, create a new sort of entity? Could art not produce objects
that excite artificial passions capable of occupying us in the moment that we feel them,
and incapable of causing in us in the next moment real pains and true afflictions?.¹

In real life, passions can leave lingering pain, but art creates an illusion that
stirs emotions without long-lasting harm. The emotions art evokes are tied to
‘a new sort of entity’—fantastic creations that exist in the world of ‘as if.’ These
beings may not be real, but they can still generate intense emotions. However,
because they are part of an artistic illusion, the feelings they provoke are tem-
porary and do not deeply affect reason.They impact only the sensitive soul.The
goal of the poet and painter, according to Du Bos, is to replicate the emotions
of real life without the negative consequences. Even though what is imitated in
art has only an “artificial existence” and a “borrowed life”, it must still possess
the same power as reality. This is the secret of art.²

From this, Du Bos argues, comes “pure pleasure”, which lacks the discomfort
that accompanies real-life emotions.³ This pure pleasure lives in the sensitive
soul, as the awareness that something is fiction limits the emotional impact,
allowing imagination, memory, and reason to stay intact.

To reach this pure pleasure, certain strategies are needed. One is ‘aesthetic
disinterest’—the ability to distance yourself from personal passions and engage
freely with art. According to Du Bos, appreciating art fully requires putting
aside individual emotions and adopting an emotionally detached attitude. The
emotion felt through art must first undergo a kind of purification, which in-
volves suspending personal experiences and approaching the work with objec-
tive judgment. Preconceived emotions or biases should not interfere.

¹ Du Bos,Critical Reflections on Poetry and Painting, 106. To further explore these topics, see. Paisley
Livingstone, “Du Bos’ Paradox”, British Journal of Aesthetics 53, no. 4 (2013) and Paisley Livingstone,
“Cinema and the Artificial Passions: A Conversation with the Abbé Du Bos”, Revista Portuguesa de
Filosofia 69, nos. 3-4 (2013).
² Du Bos, Critical Reflections on Poetry and Painting, 107.
³ Du Bos, Critical Reflections on Poetry and Painting, 107.
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In the second section of the first part of the Reflections, Du Bos recalls Lu-
cretius and reminds us—an idea later taken to an extreme by Edmund Burke in
his Inquiry into the Beautiful and the Sublime—that there is a certain excitement
in watching from shore as a ship struggles against waves.¹ However, as Burke
would later argue, self-preservation is only the condition that allows for plea-
sure, not its source.While direct suffering is unbearable, witnessing a stranger’s
suffering can create a form of ‘protective’ detachment that is key to enjoyment,
though not necessarily to pleasure itself².

This detachment is important because becoming too emotionally involved
can disrupt the aesthetic distance needed to properly enjoy and evaluate art.
At any stage of forming a judgment, a level of disinterest is required, which
paradoxically is a conscious and responsible choice. By feeling, desiring, and
judging, we make a claim to universality, based on our ability to detach from
personal passions. No personal biases or prior emotional experiences should
cloud this immediate judgment. It would be too easy, for example, to appeal to
a veteran with a play about the horrors of war. Genuine taste is not shaped by
satisfying preconceived or predisposed audiences.

Once this disinterest is achieved, we can conclude that “A work that touches
us a lot must be excellent, all things considered. For the same reason, a work
that does not touch and does not engage, is worthless. Criticism may find no
violations of the rules, but a work can be bad without violating the rules, as a
work full of violations of the rules can be an excellent work”.³ In this way, reason
only steps in to justify what feelings have already decided.Throughout the 18th
century, this immediate response of feeling is seen as the ultimate guide. As Du
Bos asks, “Do we use reason to determine whether a ragout is good or bad?”.⁴

¹ Du Bos, Critical Reflections on Poetry and Painting, 518.
² For a comprehensive discussion of these topics and Du Bos’s thought more broadly, see Daniel
Dauvois, and Daniel Dumouchel, eds., Vers l’esthétique: Penser avec les Réflexions critiques sur la
poésie et sur la peinture (1719) de Jean-Baptiste Du Bos (Hermann, 2015).
³ Du Bos, Critical Reflections on Poetry and Painting, 518.
⁴ Du Bos, Critical Reflections on Poetry and Painting, 519.
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3. The Acrobat

For Du Bos, feeling is always tied to desire. What applies to one person also
applies to others. By empathizing with others and experiencing their situations,
the individual can understand them as part of a shared world, a shared sen-
sitivity, and a shared way of judging. However, in this process, the individ-
ual doesn’t lose their sense of identity. Recognizing another person’s pain is a
deeply personal experience but still maintains the instinct for self-preservation.

This view contrasts with the example of the acrobat given by Lipps.¹ Lipps
argues that when we watch an acrobat performing a complex act, our instinct
to imitate leads us to fully identify with his movements. We may even feel
tension in our muscles, as if we are moving with him. However, Du Bos’ theory
of emotion does not support this complete identification. According to Du Bos,
whenwatching an acrobat, we do not lose ourselves or become fully absorbed in
his actions. Instead, the more dangerous the acrobat’s stunts, the more attentive
we become as spectators. For example, if he is leaping between swords, the
risk amplifies our curiosity and engagement. However, if those swords were
replaced by harmless sticks, or if the acrobat were performing over soft grass
instead of a high wire, the danger would vanish—and with it, the audience’s
interest.²

For Du Bos, it’s the element of danger that heightens emotion and keeps the
viewer engaged. The uncertainty of the acrobat’s fate stimulates fear, yet the
spectator never forgets that they are safe from harm. This heightened emotion
is what captures our attention. The acrobat’s skill impacts the viewer only to
the extent that it provokes emotion through the risk involved. When we wit-
ness another person in danger, our emotions are triggered more intensely, often
beyond the control of rational thought.

This is why, for Du Bos, every aesthetic experience needs something that
arouses emotion. A painting of a beautiful landscape, no matter how skillfully
done by masters like Titian or Carracci, doesn’t engage us unless it moves us
emotionally. A simple view of a serene or grim place might not capture our

¹ Cf. Theodor Lipps, Ästhetik: Psychologie des Schönen und der Kunst (1903-6), (Leopold Voss, 1914-
20), vol.1, 121-22.
² Du Bos, Critical Reflections on Poetry and Painting, 100.
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attention if it doesn’t evoke some feeling. That’s why great painters rarely de-
pict empty landscapes. Instead, they populate themwith figures—people whose
actions and emotions can stir our own. Artists like Poussin and Rubens un-
derstood this well. They didn’t just paint a man going about his business or
a woman carrying fruit to market; they often added characters who conveyed
passion, causing viewers to reflect and feel emotionally involved. We tend to
focus more on these figures than on the landscape details like trees or terraces.
Poussin’s Arcadia is a great example. It wouldn’t be as famous if it didn’t include
the people within it.¹ Du Bos’ view contrasts with the Romantic idea of total
identification with nature, whichwould later explore the sublime. He overlooks
the Romantic fascination with fully immersing oneself in nature’s grandeur.

4. Craft Wears Off our “Sensibility”

In an artist without genius, sensibility eventually wears off, and what he
learns in the practice of his art more often helps to deprive him of natural taste
and incline him to wrong decisions. The need to work on poems and paintings
dulled his sentiment, even more so because, despite himself, he was often re-
quired to write or paint in moments when he felt no desire to work. He became
insensitive to the emotional impact of the poems and paintings, which no longer
had the same effect on him as they previously did, and as they do to other men
of his age. It is the same with an old doctor. Born caring and compassionate, he
is no longer moved by seeing a dying man, even though he is another human
being, and even though one day it will be him. It is as if he had never practiced
medicine.²

This “callus”³ that forms on the heart, dulling compassion, must be removed,
and sensitivity restored to its original purity. Emotions arise naturally, with a
childlike naivety and immediacy, and reason, though present, remains on the
sidelines.

Du Bos asserts that sensitivity and compassion are innate qualities, though
rarely absent in people. They cannot be transferred to those who lack them, just

¹ Du Bos, Critical Reflections on Poetry and Painting, 122.
² Du Bos, Critical Reflections on Poetry and Painting, 539.
³ Du Bos, Critical Reflections on Poetry and Painting, 540.
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as sight and hearing cannot be given to those born without them.¹ However, art
can teach these feelings. For instance,

We cry at a tragedy before having discussed whether the object that the poet presents
to us is capable of touching by itself or whether it is well imitated. Sentiment tells us
what it is before we have thought to examine it. Instinct, by its first response, makes us
sigh when we encounter a mother who has taken her only son to the grave. The same
instinct makes us cry when the stage shows us a faithful imitation of a similar event.²

A person who lacks feeling is seen as morally and socially incomplete. This
absence of emotion makes them unable to truly enjoy life, especially in ways
that challenge their moral and human beliefs. Humans engage in a silent com-
munication that relies on glances, gestures, attitudes, and complaints. It cannot
be avoided. To stand apart from this natural, emotional communication—by ap-
proaching it rationally, without traits of immediacy, or selfishly—is to open the
door to injustice and to become unable to empathize with art.

Emotional communication is essential for social relationships and commu-
nity life. We are naturally inclined to connect with one another, recognizing
similarities between our feelings and those of others. This emotional bond is vi-
tal for social cohesion and for acknowledging our shared humanity. Essentially,
the ability to feel and recognize the pain of others opens the door to the inter-
subjective dimension, which helps to mitigate individual selfishness, promoting
a sense of belonging and solidarity. If guided well, emotion can lead us to per-
form moral actions. The most effective moral action, beyond an ornate phrase,
a beautiful speech, or a well-structured sermon, is obtained through passionate
involvement. As the abbot Du Bos states, “activate passion and you will have
good believers!”

“The tears of a strangermove us even before we know the reason for their cry-
ing”, Du Bos notes, because they tap into our shared human sensitivity. Leaders
who want to govern a community of men understand that it’s easier to move
people to action through emotion than through rational arguments

It is reasonable to say, in ordinary language, that we know everything by means of the
mind since here the word ‘mind’ means the precision and delicacy of sentiment. (…)This

¹ Du Bos, Critical Reflections on Poetry and Painting, 520.
² Du Bos, Critical Reflections on Poetry and Painting, 520.
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is why enlightened artists sometimes consult people who are not familiar with the rules
of their arts, but who are nevertheless capable of delivering a verdict on the effect of
a work designed to touch people, because they are gifted with a very sensitive nature.
Often these gifted people have reached a decision before they have spoken and even
before they have thought of rendering a verdict.¹

Yet, even when witnessing the pain of others in art, the spectator remains
somewhat detached, observing from a safe distance. While we are moved by
compassion, we are still ‘on the shore,’ protected from the actual danger. This
distance, though it brings us pleasure, does not make the emotional response
any less morally valuable.

In agreement with Lessing’s Laocoonte, where he contests Winckelmann’s
view of Greek stoicism as anti-theatrical, Du Bos argues that an absence of
pathos weakens the emotional impact of art. We do not connect, cry, identify
with or suffer with heroes because they remain unaffected by suffering, but
rather because they are deeply shaken by the hardships they endure. Tragedy
resonates with us because it shows characters who are torn apart by the vio-
lence, death, and loss the experience, even if they rise above it, or more often,
succumb to it.

Art, for Du Bos, is not about false sentimentality but about genuine emotional
engagement. This engagement brings physiological tension, compassion, and
imagination together in a pleasurable experience. When Du Bos writes, “nature
decided to construct us in such a way that everyone that we approach has a
powerful effect on us so that those who need our consideration or assistance
can easily affect us”,² he is saying that those who move us emotionally achieve
what they could never achieve by reason alone.³

In this way, Du Bos liberates aesthetic pleasure from the moralistic interpre-
tations of catharsis that dominated the 18th century. He opens up a space for
reflecting on negative pleasure—such as the pleasure of weeping—which would
later become central to theories of the sublime and continue to inform our un-
derstanding of art to this day. This highlights the affective function of art as
an experience detached from both truth and morality, yet one that profoundly

¹ Du Bos, Critical Reflections on Poetry and Painting, 520-22.
² Du Bos, Critical Reflections on Poetry and Painting, 113.
³ Du Bos, Critical Reflections on Poetry and Painting, 113.
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shapes human sensibility. Emotion is not a means to a higher end—whether
moral or rational—but rather an autonomous form of experience, however frag-
ile and fleeting it may be.

5. Control of Feelings

Du Bos highlights the unique pleasure found in controlling emotional re-
sponses during encounters with ‘artificial passions’—the emotions evoked by
art. This control leads to enjoyment, as it allows one to regulate intense emo-
tions, such as suspending or lessening pain by, for example, looking away when
it becomes too overwhelming. In this sense, the emotionswe experience through
art are far less distressing than those in real life because we retain a level of con-
trol over them. According to Du Bos, fiction allows us to enter and exit emo-
tional states at will, exerting rational control over our responses and halting
any painful feelings when necessary. This ability to control emotions is itself a
source of satisfaction and can even evoke a sense of omnipotence in the specta-
tor. The pleasure of “emerging unscathed” from emotionally charged or danger-
ous situations in art simply by choosing to disengage enhances the enjoyment,
especially when compared to the helplessness often felt in real-life emotional
situations, or when he can sense what is about to happen to the unaware pro-
tagonist of a story.

For Du Bos, the ‘truth’ in art does not lie in mere sincerity or simplicity.
Rather, it resides in the right expression of emotion, as naturalness is often one
of the most ‘artificial’ achievements in art. He emphasizes two crucial aspects of
artistic experience: sentiment and culture. Sentiment, for Du Bos, is the immedi-
ate, intuitive judge of art, which operates in contrast to reason, which he views
as slow and prone to error. On the other hand, culture—comprised of cognitive
and experiential factors—forms an individual’s background and develops over
time. It is precisely this blend of immediate emotional responses (sentiment)
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and mediated, cultivated experience (culture) that gives Du Bos’ Reflections its
depth and complexity.

In Du Bos’ view, art is inherently communicative, meaning it always presup-
poses an exchange between the artist and the audience. The work of art itself
doesn’t exist in isolation but is part of this broader communicative context. To
approach art, one must consider emotion, feeling, and taste, as these are the
primary conceptual tools for engaging with the aesthetic experience. Du Bos
contends that ‘true taste’ is something innate and enduring—a ‘natural light’
that lies within human nature. The purpose of art, whether it be painting, mu-
sic, or theatre, is to awaken this deeply rooted sense of taste.

When Du Bos asserts that the soul ‘dominates’ the emotions produced by art,
he is referring to two specific ideas. First, this statement applies to those who
are intellectually evolved and have developed a refined sensitivity—an ability
to appreciate the interplay of stimuli and imagination that art offers. Second, it
suggests that art evokes artificial emotional experiences, which are fundamen-
tally different in nature from those we experience in real life. The emotions art
generates come from a conscious engagement with imagination, allowing us to
feel deeply while maintaining control over our reactions.

ThechallengeDuBos identifies is determining how these emotions are aroused
and at what level they affect us. He posits that a passion not deeply felt in the
heart is difficult to truly imitate in art. But what does it mean to feel something
in the ‘depths of the heart’? For Du Bos, the heart represents sensation, instinct,
and feeling, and these are intertwinedwith reason andmemory.¹ In other words,
feeling and instinct are not isolated from intellect or past experience; they all
play a role in shaping how we respond to art.

¹ On the evolution of sentiment in 18ᵗʰ-century France, see Marco Menin, La filosofia delle lacrime:
Il pianto nella cultura francese da Cartesio a Sade (Il Mulino, 2019), and Maddalena Mazzocut-Mis,
Il gonzo sublime: Dal patetico al kitsch (Mimesis, 2005). On the influence of Du Bos in 18ᵗʰ-century
France, see Mazzocut-Mis, Il senso del limite: Il dolore, l’eccesso, l’osceno (Mondadori-Le Monnier,
2009), Mazzocut-Mis, Corpo e voce della passione: L’estetica attoriale di Jean-Baptiste Du Bos (LED,
2010), Mazzocut-Mis, La forma della passione: Linguaggi narrativi e gestuali del Settecento francese
(Mondadori-Le Monnier, 2014), Mazzocut-Mis, Estetica e società: Jean-Baptiste Du Bos e il ruolo della
simpatia (Aesthetica Preprint, 2020), Mazzocut-Mis, ed., L’estetica nella Encyclopédie: Saggi critici e
selezione antologica (Aesthetica Edizioni, 2023). Finally, on the theme of sympathy and the sublime
from Boileau to today, see Mazzocut-Mis’ Introduction to Nicolas Boileau Despréaux, Del sublime.
Riflessioni critiche su Longino, trans. Paola Vincenzi and Matteo Rossetti (Morcelliana, 2024).
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In summary, Du Bos’ perspective on art emphasizes the balance between
emotional immediacy and cultivated taste, highlighting how art uniquely al-
lows us to engage with powerful emotions while maintaining a pleasurable
sense of control and distance.Through this dynamic, art reawakens deep-seated
human sensitivities and fosters a shared understanding of emotion, taste, and
culture.

6. Concluding note

Du Bos explores the deep human need for emotional engagement, asserting
that nothing is more unbearable for an individual than emotional emptiness.
When man turns to the Creator, Du Bos suggests, he becomes acutely aware of
his own limitations, imperfections, and mortality. This awareness triggers suf-
fering, dissatisfaction, and a profound sense of emptiness that neither poetry
nor art can truly fill. Art, however, serves as a crucial distraction from this ex-
istential despair, temporarily soothing the heart’s pain. Poets and artists offer
a kind of emotional respite, providing what Du Bos terms ‘pure’ or ‘artificial’
passions—emotions that can be felt intensely but without the painful aftermath
often associated with real-life passions.

These ‘artificial passions’ are, for Du Bos, a gift that artists give to humanity,
playing on our emotionality in a controlled manner. Art creates emotional illu-
sions, or “phantoms of the imagination”, that can warm the soul and fill the void
of unfulfilled desires. These passions provide an outlet for the emotional needs
that people cannot satisfy elsewhere, such as the need for compassion, mutual
love, and empathy for others’ suffering. This engagement with others’ emo-
tions, especially in tragic or touching situations, becomes the source of what
Du Bos calls tragic pleasure. It arises not only from self-satisfaction—pride in
our own compassion and moral sensibility—but also from the sheer stimulation
of emotional activity, which dispels boredom and the hollowness of inactivity.

Du Bos is deeply aware of the power of emotional engagement in art, particu-
larly the role of pity and identification with the suffering of others. For him, the
aesthetic pleasure that art evokes is grounded in the activation of compassion-
ate emotions, achieved through the ‘pathetic’ (pathos) and the ‘touchant’ (the
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touching or moving aspects). The poet’s role is to excite these emotions, stim-
ulating the viewer or reader’s passions in a way that is blameless and deeply
satisfying. Art, in this sense, provides an ethically untainted emotional expe-
rience, allowing individuals to indulge in their emotions without the risks or
repercussions of real-life suffering.

The ultimate effect of such an experience, for Du Bos, is the compassionate
emotion of the soul. This emotional engagement not only relieves the individ-
ual’s sense of inaction and existential void but also reconnects them with the
core of their humanity—the capacity for empathy, identification, and shared
emotional experience. Through this process, art fulfills an essential role in hu-
man life, offering both aesthetic pleasure and a vital emotional outlet, maintain-
ing a delicate balance between emotional intensity and safety. In this way, Du
Bos underscores art’s power to satisfy the innate human need for emotional
connection, particularly through the cultivation of these artificial yet deeply
moving passions.
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