
Longinus, full name CASSIUS LONGINUS (about 213-273 AD), 

Greek rhetorician and Neoplatonic philosopher. After 

teaching in Athens for 30 years, he went (circa 262) to 

Rome. About five years later he became tutor and then chief 

counselor to Zenobia, queen of Palmyra, whom he 

encouraged and aided in her attempt to bring all Syria, Asia 

Minor, and Egypt under her sway, free from the domination 

of Rome. Upon the defeat of Zenobia by the Roman emperor 

Aurelian, Longinus was beheaded as a traitor to the Roman 

state. He wrote many books on philosophy, literature, and 

rhetoric, most of which have been lost; parts of The Art of 

Rhetoric and On the Chief End, however, are extant. The 

famous treatise on literary criticism, On the Sublime, once 

attributed to Longinus, is believed to be the work of an 

unknown writer of the 1st century AD.

About Longinus



On the Sublime by Longinus is a treatise of literary criticism thought to 

date back to 1st century Rome.  Longinus based his theory in this 

work on aesthetics.  He gives examples of good writing and bad 

writing from an aesthetic point of view.  He uses the term “sublime” (in 

Greek “hypsos”, meaning “high” or “noble”) to refer to a set of 

aesthetic standards which make an artistic work great.  In philosophy, 

the sublime is a quality of greatness. It can be physical, intellectual, 

moral, aesthetic, spiritual, artistic, or metaphysical. According to 

Longinus, the sublime cannot be calculated, imitated, or measured.  It 

can only be felt and appreciated.

On the Sublime



Longinus in this work discusses:

1. What makes a work great

2. How to make a work great

On the Sublime



What makes a work great?

The sublime makes a work great.  What is the sublime?

It is the kind of elevated language that strikes the 

audience with awe.  It does not persuade, as rhetoric 

does.  It transports the audience to a higher realm of 

experience.  It may, however, persuade at the same time.

On the Sublime



One of the characteristics of the sublime is that it 

strikes the audience with this feeling no matter how 

many times a passage is heard or read.

On the Sublime



Can an entire text be sublime? That is not possible 

to achieve.  A text contains passages that are 

sublime.  Such passages are called “purple 

passages” or “purple patches”.

[Translation of Latin purpureus pannus, coined by the poet Horace in his Ars Poetica ("The 

Art of Poetry"); from the qualities of brilliance and ornateness ascribed to the color purple]

On the Sublime



It is not

1. Pathos (the feeling of pity)

2. Bathos (sentimentality and melodrama)

3. Pompous (elevated language)

4. Bombast (impressive language)

5. Literati (highly educational and refined language)

6. Rhetoric (which attempts to persuade)

All these focus on language, feelings or persuasion.  The sublime, on the other hand, is a combination of language, 

feelings and thoughts that work together in harmony to produce an effect.  Moreover, the sublime according to 

Longinus is a quality that makes art hide itself.  In other words, the language of a text should not attract the 

audience to itself.

Just because you write a work that makes people feel pitiful or sentimental, includes elevated style, impressive 

language, difficult to understand or persuasive, it does not mean it is a great work.

What the Sublime Is Not



Longinus says that writers achieve the sublime by possessing and 

exhibiting what he refers to as “moral excellence.”  This quality is what 

makes an author a “genius”.

Longinus says there are five sources of the sublime:

1. The innate ability to conceive great thoughts (this is a gift, not a skill)

2. The innate ability to feel great passions (this is a gift, not a skill)

3. Diction (skill)

4. Syntax (skill)

5. Figures of Speech (skill)

For Longinus, the best example of the sublime in poetry is Homer’s works.

What the Sublime Is



Longinus defines the sublime as

“The echo of a great soul”

What the Sublime Is



Since the sublime requires talent, genius and 

an innate ability to express great ideas in great 

language, it cannot be acquired.  Poets are 

born poets.

Who can be a great poet?



Longinus believes that one work of the sublime 

is better than hundreds that lack sublimity.

Who can be a great poet?



Andrea del Sarto


