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Space, language, and the limits of knowledge: a Kantian
view on William T. Beckford’s Vathek
Alessia Pannese
Abstract
William Thomas Beckford’s Vathek chronicles the eponymous Caliph’s
struggle and ultimate fall into hell as a divine punishment for his unrestrained desire for knowledge. Around the time Beckford wrote Vathek,
Immanuel Kant released the Critique of Pure Reason, whose central implication is that human knowledge is restricted to appearances.
Drawing on textual evidence from Vathek’s first three editions and from
Kant’s Critique, I explore ways in which knowledge is negotiated and
mediated by the limits of human intellect and sensory perception as they
intersect with the protean boundary between reality and appearance, and
suggest that Beckford’s Vathek may be viewed as a literary instantiation
of Kant’s transcendental idealism, as they both - albeit in different ways impose severe limits on man’s epistemic ability.
-I
London, 7 June 1786. An anonymous little volume is released by publisher J. Johnson, of St Paul’s Churchyard: the title reads An Arabian Tale,
from an unpublished manuscript: with notes critical and explanatory.1 No
author appears on the frontispiece.2 The preface claims that ‘the Original’
of the story has been ‘collected in the East by a Man of letters’, and ‘communicated to the Editor [...] three years ago’. This unnamed ‘editor’ was
so pleased by ‘the perusal of it’, that he took upon himself to ‘transcribe,
and [...] translate it’, despite ‘the difficulty of accommodating our English
idioms to the Arabick’.3
Lausanne, 2 December 1786. The first issue of the Journal de Lausanne,
edited by Jean Lanteires4 and published by Hignou & Comp.,5 reviews
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on its front page6 a new book released in November 1786 (although the
frontispiece is post-dated 1787)7 by the same publishing house: its title
is Vathek;8 its author is identified in the prefatory note as ‘M. Beckford’.9
The preface, which reads more like a warning - avis - goes on to inform
the reader that the volume presents the original work as it was ‘written in
French by M. Beckford’, and to denounce the ‘indiscretion’ of an unnamed ‘man of letters to whom the manuscript had been entrusted three
years ago’ for causing the English translation to be ‘made known before
the [French] original’ and falsely represented as a translation from the
Arabic.10
Paris, 26 January 1787. Louis XVI’s Royal censor authorises the publication of a ‘small booklet written according to the taste of the Arabian
Tales’, by the title of Vathek, a Novel.11 The book is eventually released in
early August 178712 by publisher Poinçot, of rue de la Harpe, under the
title Vathek, conte arabe.13 It gives no information about the author, and
contains no preface.
These three anonymous volumes - one written in English, two in French
- are the first three incarnations of a single literary creature, born of the
imagination of writer and art collector William Thomas Beckford (17601844). The story, which eventually came to be known by the abbreviated
title Vathek, is a tongue-in-cheek chronicle of the latest period of the
reign of the eponymous ‘ninth Caliph of the Abbassides’, who, lured by
a mysterious stranger’s - the Giaour’s - promise of infinite riches and supernatural power, renounces Islam, and engages in a spiral of abominable
activities which eventually lead him to Eblis (hell), and secure his eternal
damnation.
Articulated in elegant prose, laced with irony, and loosely hovering
around themes of faith, morality, sin, and punishment, the narrative is
dominated by frequent depictions of unrestrained pursuits of gratification
of sensual and intellectual appetites and excesses of all kinds, spliced together into a grand, unified portrayal of man’s struggle to satisfy a single,
unsatisfiable desire: knowledge.
Around the time Beckford wrote Vathek, the problem of charting the
nature, sources, and limits of human knowledge had been the major
occupation and preoccupation of German philosopher Immanuel Kant
(1724-1804) for at least a decade.14 The foundations of Kant’s theory of
knowledge are laid out in the Critique of Pure Reason - the first element of
what would eventually develop into a Critical trilogy15 - first published in
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1781,16 then, in revised form, in 1787.17 At the time Kant set out to work
on his Critique, Europe’s philosophical landscape was largely split into
two seemingly incompatible camps, whose key object of contention lay in
the attribution of the epistemic primacy.18 Rationalism, dominating the
Continental tradition in the wake of René Descartes and Gottfried W.
Leibniz, tended to view knowledge as the result of intellectual, a priori
operations, based on innate ideas and deductive reasoning involving the
inner workings of the mind, and largely independent from the encounter
with external reality.19 Empiricism, led by the British tradition established
by the thought of John Locke and based upon the observations of Isaac
Newton, had instead rejected the notion of innate ideas, and ascribed
knowledge chiefly to sensory, a posteriori operations, based on inductive
reasoning applied to the empirical encounter with the outside world.20 In
his first Critique, Kant took a novel approach to the problem of knowledge by combining elements of rationalism and empiricism into a hybrid
system - the ‘transcendental philosophy’21 - in which the intellectual and
the sensory share the epistemic responsibility, and both knowing subject
and known object contribute to the epistemic act. Kant’s syncretic system
carries profound implications in terms of the understanding of the nature
and limits of human knowledge. Probably the profoundest, which Kant
derives from the analysis of human relation to space and time, is that man
can only know appearances, not things in themselves.22
Hence, the timeframe and themes of Beckford’s Vathek and Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason partly overlap: both were written in the early 1780s
and released in 1787; both, albeit in different ways, explore the nature
and extent of human knowledge through the dichotomous juxtaposition
of a knowing-self and a to-be-known-other.
Here I will use the problem of knowledge as an interdisciplinary window
of observation that brings into dialogue Beckford’s fiction and Kant’s
thought. Drawing on textual evidence from Vathek’s first three editions
- London, Lausanne, and Paris - and from Kant’s first Critique, I will
explore the ways in which knowledge is negotiated in terms of encounter with otherness, and mediated by the limits of human intellect and
sensory perception as they intersect with the protean boundary between
reality and appearance. Based on this analysis, I will suggest that Beckford’s Vathek may be viewed as a literary instantiation of Kant’s transcendental idealism, as they both deal a blow on the understanding of man’s
epistemic ability, which, be it by supernatural decree (as in Vathek) or by
the intrinsic nature of man’s own subjective condition (as in the Critique)
is ultimately denied access to truth.
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II
Born on 1 October 1760,23 and baptised at Fonthill, Wiltshire, on 6
January 1761,24 William Thomas Beckford was the only legitimate son
of William Beckford - alderman, MP, and twice Lord Mayor of London,
as well as owner of extensive plantations in Jamaica and the West Indies
- and his wife Maria Hamilton, daughter of the Hon. George Hamilton
and granddaughter of the sixth earl of Abercorn.25 His mother, a pietist
of ‘stern and uncompromising temper’,26 secured for him the best private
education the country could provide - including the study of architecture under Sir William Chambers,27 painting under Alexander Cozens,28
and piano under Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart29 - topped off with a Swiss
finish on the shores of Lake Geneva, where the seventeen-year-old William became personally acquainted with Voltaire,30 Charles Bonnet,31
Horace-Bénédict de Saussure,32 Germaine Necker,33 and Jean Huber.34 In
1781, Beckford came of age and into his vast inheritance,35 marking the
occasion with three-day-long festivities on ‘aldermanic scale’, attended
by ‘seven or eight thousand people’ treated to ‘Gargantuan hospitality’,36
fireworks displays, and a performance by Italian castrati Gaspare Pacchierotti, Giusto Tenducci, and Venanzio Rauzzini.37 The revelries resumed
at Christmas of the same year with a three-day saturnalia, for which Beckford hired painter and scenographer Philippe de Loutherbourg,38 that
he might turn Fonthill Splendens - Beckford’s grand Palladian country
house in Wiltshire - into the setting of an unprecedented phantasmagoria.39 Clearly, Loutherbourg delivered on his promise: his stage, sound,
and light effects transformed Fonthill into an extravagant orientalised
and eroticised universe that engaged all senses40 into ‘something [...] that
eye ha[d] not seen or heart of man conceived’.41 It is from this hedonistic
and exotic extravaganza - some would call it an orgy42 - held at Fonthill at
Christmas 1781, as well as from the resulting interplay between perception and imagination - what the eye sees and what the mind conceives that the germ of Vathek began to form.43
If it is safe to assume that Beckford began writing Vathek immediately after that infamous ‘voluptuous festival’ of Christmas 1781,44 and that, despite his reported assertion that it took him ‘three days and two nights’45
- or even ‘two days and a night’46 -, he did not complete the manuscript
until at least May 1782,47 much controversy surrounds the circumstances
of its publication. The records indicate that Beckford wrote Vathek in
French, and eventually entrusted the manuscript to the Rev. Samuel Henley, a scholar of Arabian and Persian literature whom Beckford had met in
1781 (when Henley was assistant master at Harrow and tutor of Beck-
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ford’s cousins),48 in order that he could translate it into English.49 Beckford’s letters to Henley chronicle the genesis of Vathek from its inception,
in January 1782,50 through the early developments,51 to the later stages,
when, having completed the main story, Beckford was working on the
Episodes.52 After two years of smooth exchange, during which Beckford,
mostly from Switzerland, regularly enquired - and Henley, from England,
provided regular updates - about the state of advancement of the translation,53 the tone of the correspondence began to turn brisk, with Henley
progressively claiming broader editorial authority on the manuscript (for
example, he insisted on complementing the translation with a ‘preliminary dissertation’ and explanatory notes),54 and Beckford responding to
Henley’s initiatives with firmer requests,55 culminating with the crucial
injunction that the English translation of Vathek should not be made
public until the Episodes were finished, and the entire work could first be
published in its original French version.56 The situation, however, quickly
degenerated: instructions were ignored, letters remained unanswered,57
and, in the autumn 1786, as he was already in a state of despondency
following his wife’s death,58 Beckford discovered with horror that Henley’s
English translation of Vathek had been surreptitiously released through
the London publisher J. Johnson in early June.59 To make matters worse,
Henley had included a prefatory note presenting the work as deriving
from an anonymous Arabian manuscript, which he (alone) had translated from the Arabic.60 No mention was made of Beckford’s name or
authorship. Outraged by Henley’s betrayal, Beckford hasted to vindicate
authorship and originality: in November, he rushed out an edition of the
(original) French text through the Lausanne publisher Isaac Hignou (who
released it post-dated 1787),61 and, in December, on his way back to
London, left another version of the French text with the Paris publisher
Poinçot (who eventually released it in August 1787).62 Hence, by August
1787, Beckford’s Vathek existed in three editions: an English translation
purportedly from an anonymous Arabian text, with Henley’s notes added
and Beckford’s authorship de facto suppressed; a first ‘original’ French
version (without notes) with Beckford’s preface denouncing Henley’s
fraud and reclaiming authorship; and a second ‘original’ French version,
unprefaced, and accompanied by a French translation of a selection of
Henley’s notes.
III
If it enraged Beckford, Henley’s preface did not fool the critics. Early reviews (appeared before Henley’s deceit was exposed by the Lausanne edi-
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tion) show that the purported Arabian origin of the Tale was immediately
perceived as problematic, suspicious, or outright fraudulent. The European
Magazine was among the earliest to voice concerns: ‘The editor in the
Preface to this work informs us, that it is translated from an unpublished
Arabian Manuscript [...] How far the above assertion is founded in truth,
it may not be easy [...] to determine’.63 ‘We are told from the preface of
this romance, that it is translated from a manuscript [...] collected in the
East by a man of letters’, noted the English Review, but ‘in an age that
has abounded so much with literary impostures, [...] we cannot see the
propriety of such a palpable fiction. The general strain of the work, and
the many allusions to modern authors, indicate the author to be an [sic]
European’.64 On a similar vein, the Critical Review called into question
the authenticity of the work: ‘The present editor speaks of an unpublished manuscript, from which this story is translated; but the disguise
of a translator of an invisible original, is now suspected’.65 ‘There are in
this work too many ideas and sentiments of European growth’, observed
the Monthly Review ‘to admit of its passing for a translation of an Eastern
manuscript’.66 Importantly, since the work’s first appearance, critics seem
to have scented in it not only a generally European origin, but also some
distinctly French quality. ‘[W]e perceive, in many parts, the acute turns
of modern composition, so easily learned in the school of Voltaire’,67
and, again, ‘the author [...] has introduced a sufficient quantity of the
marvellous [...] to enable the work to pass muster as an Arabian Tale
[...] whether it be the produce of Arabia, or of the fertile banks of the
Seine, (which a variety of circumstances induces us to believe it is)’.68 It is
therefore clear that reviewers suspected that, despite its Arabic claim and
appearance, Vathek’s origin was actually French. But what are the ‘variety
of circumstances’ that might have induced the reviewers to trace Vathek’s
origins to the ‘fertile banks of the Seine’, as opposed to, for example, the
banks of the Thames?
One potential cue is the presence of faux amis in Henley’s translation.
Beckford’s ‘tourterelle’69 is rendered by Henley as ‘turtle’70 (as opposed
to the correct English equivalent ‘dove’). Similarly, Beckford’s ‘enfermer à double tour’71 becomes ‘shut [...] in the double tower’72 (a far cry
from the correct English equivalent of ‘shut [...] by double-locking the
door’). Early commentators (e.g. Marcel May)73 claimed that the Lausanne edition suffers from Anglicisms, and used this argument to advance
the theory that the Lausanne text is Beckford’s (French) retranslation of
Henley’s (English) translation. However, the ‘turtle’ and ‘double tower’
examples - both Gallicisms - suggest that a similar argument could be
made in the opposite direction. A second and stronger cue may have
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to do with the cultural connotations embedded in the French language
itself, which articulate the encounter with otherness and the unknown
through linguistically-inscribed cultural markers.
In the Europe of Beckford’s time, marked by increasing circulation of
people, goods, and ideas,74 the French language had already secured a
solid standing as the language of commercial and cultural exchange and
diplomacy with the East. The European editions of the Koran were often
translations from the French translation.75 European readers had been
introduced to the composite collection of oriental tales which would later
become collectively known as the Arabian Nights through Antoine Galland’s French edition - Les Mille et une nuit[s], released in twelve volumes
between 1704 and 1717 -, upon which virtually all the other European
translations are based.76 Much of the oriental lore that had reached the
European public had done so through Barthélemy d’Herbelot’s Bibliothèque orientale of 1697.77 In Paris, the Collège de France and Collège
Royal, where Galland himself had been a student and later professor of
Arabic, had long offered instruction in Greek, Persian, Turkish, and other
oriental languages.78 Similarly, the École des jeunes de langues,79 founded
by Colbert in 1669 on the model of Venice’s Scuola dei giovani di lingua,80
had established a tradition of training for professional interpreters of
Persian, Turkish, and Arabic, which, under a different name, still operates today.81 In England, a timid initiative of this kind, the Greek College at Oxford, had lasted only six years.82 The institutionalisation and
professionalization of the function of interpreter (particularly of oriental
languages) in seventeenth-century France had both reflected and created
the conditions for increasing fascination, contact, and peaceful exchange
- a sort of cultural alliance - with the East.83 As a result, from the early
modern period throughout the eighteenth century the Ottoman Empire
was France’s most active commercial and diplomatic partner, and France
was by far the first destination for oriental diplomatic missions to Europe,84 which included Moroccan,85 Tunisian,86 Tripolitan,87 Ottoman,88
and Persian envoys,89 often met in Toulon by professional interpreters
despatched by France’s Ministry of the Navy with instructions to accompany and provide linguistic brokerage for the ambassadors throughout
their journey to Paris.90
Based on this tradition of contact, exchange, and mediation, it seems
reasonable to presume that, in eighteenth-century Europe, France and
the French language had come to acquire a privileged status as a linguistic
and cultural conduit between Europe and the East. Compared to other
European entities and identities, France and the French had achieved a
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position of greater proximity - and therefore benefited from a privileged
access - to the non-European, Oriental other. Crucially, this privileged
access to the non-European other was negotiated within the boundaries
of France’s firmly European identity. Hence, the French language reached
across Europe’s geographic and cultural border to initiate the exciting
but potentially perilous encounter with the non-European other without
ever relinquishing the safety of its European self. Therefore, it is conceivable that, from an English perspective - e.g. from Beckford’s - France and
the French language connoted an intermediate geographic, linguistic,
and cultural space between the reassuring familiarity of England and the
fascinating but threatening unknown Orient. Through Beckford’s use of
the French language, Vathek is allowed to inhabit this intermediate space,
across which the familiar-observer-English-self confronts the foreign-observed-Oriental-other from an intimate but non-threatening standpoint.
In Vathek, the Oriental connotation of the French language is amplified
by a narrative that calls upon all the senses.91 Its eponymous protagonist
devotes himself solely to their gratification,92 for which he orders five
palaces to be built.93 He plunges from excess to excess, being ‘much addicted to women, and the pleasures of the table’,94 which he orders to be
‘continually covered’ with ‘exquisite dainties’, ‘delicious wines’ and ‘the
choicest cordials’,95 whilst ‘perfumes [...are] kept perpetually burning’,96
and ‘troops of young females’97 are kept at hand. His voracious mouth is
‘like a funnel’,98 whose ‘avidity exceeds [the] zeal’99 of his mother, wives,
and many servants devoted to satisfying his desires. His fastidious capriciousness, endless gluttony100 and extreme thirst make him ‘bellow like a
calf ’,101 land on food like a vulture,102 and ‘lap up the water’103 from the
ground like a dog.104 Whilst Vathek is orientalised, primitive, and excessive, the Giaour is even more so. Unlike Vathek, who is ‘majestick’,105 the
stranger is ‘short and plump’.106 He comes from a ‘wholly unknown’107
place of ‘penetrating odour[s]’,108 where even rarities are ‘horrible’.109
In fact, he himself is horrible, a ‘horrible stranger’,110 with a ‘horrible
visage’,111 almost unwatchable.112 His ‘horrid mouth’113 waters114 with a
parching thirst that, unlike Vathek’s, which can be quenched with cold
water,115 can only be appeased with human blood.116 He emits ‘loud
shouts of laughter’,117 exhibits ‘horrid grimaces’,118 and his loquacity
equals that of ‘a hundred astrologers’.119
A crucial distinguishing trait between the excesses of the Giaour and
those of Vathek is that, in the former, they are almost invariably of a
sensorial nature - i.e. as impulses to satisfy corporeal needs -, whereas in
the latter they also manifest themselves as intellectual desires, and particu-
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larly as an urge to satisfy intellectual curiosity, create meaning, and seek
knowledge. Vathek ‘wishe[s] to know every thing; even, sciences that d[o]
not exist’.120 Driven by ‘insatiable curiosity’121 he builds an observation
tower on which he spends entire days scrutinising the stars, but, despite
having studied and acquired ‘a great deal of knowledge’, this is never
sufficient to satisfy himself,122 as he is ‘of all men, the most curious’.123
Vathek’s inability to satisfy his own intellectual curiosity echoes his inability to satisfy his thirst, and creates a condition of hopelessness in which
excess and abstinence are tied together and equally lethal.124
The contrast between Vathek’s quest for combined sensual and intellectual satisfaction, and the Giaour’s exclusively sensual demands is accentuated by the latter’s being portrayed as dark skinned, with his forehead and
body ‘blacker than ebony’.125 The notion of blackness,126 which, from a
Eurocentric perspective denotes ethnical otherness, at an epistemic level
also connotes ignorance (i.e. darkness, lack of knowledge), and therefore
casts the encounter with the other in terms of a confrontation with the
unknown, emphasised by the Giaour’s carrying ‘such rarities as [Vathek]
had never before seen; and of which he had no conception’.127 Hence,
the characterisation of the Giaour as the object of a narrative grammar
in which Vathek is the temporary subject, couples the hideousness and
primitiveness of the observed-other with the opening up of new possibilities for the observer-self, and the promise of knowledge of known unknowns (‘rarities never before seen’) and unknown unknowns (‘of which
he had no conception’).
Thus, the vicious quality implied in Vathek’s sensual excesses is tempered
by virtuous traits, which include generosity128 capacity for refined taste,129
and, most importantly, an irrepressible urge to pursue knowledge.130 The
direct juxtaposition of the Giaour’s thirst and Vathek’s curiosity - ‘neither
my thirst, nor thy curiosity be satisfied’131 - serves to stress the contrast
between the former’s primitive, animal, sense-centred need with the
latter’s civilised, intellectually oriented desire, resulting in two distinct
degrees of otherness: the sensual full otherness of the Giaour and the
more intellectualised intermediate otherness of Vathek. Whilst Vathek
is initially cast as object-other, the arrival of the Giaour - more oriental,
mysterious, primitive, and sensually excessive, hence, more other, than
Vathek - causes him to appear under a less exotic light. This change in
perspective, whereby the presence of a more extreme form of otherness
- the other’s other - turns the previous otherness into a more moderate
and intermediate entity, reflects the reversal of perception experienced
by Vathek, when, after the emboldening feeling - ‘he was almost ready,
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to adore himself ’132 - of looking down upon Samarah from the top of
his eleven-thousand-step-high tower, he turns his gaze to the sky only to
realise the relative insignificance of his elevation.133 Just as the European
gaze others Vathek, Vathek’s gaze others the Giaour, thus causing the European gaze to revise its judgement of distance: compared to the Giaour,
Vathek is not so other after all.
Hence, the arbitration between fictionalised and historicised elements of
the Orient in Vathek’s content, coupled with the negotiation of authenticity in Vathek’s various editions, whose titles and prefaces vacillate between
conceding fictionality and claiming historical accuracy,134 results in an
emergent intermediate quality of westernised East and fictionalised truth,
in which the original constituents are no longer discretely identifiable.
Beckford’s ambiguous characterisation of Vathek as indolent, impulsive,
and sensual, but also as supremely committed to knowledge and truth
seeking - at the cost of defying god’s will - creates an intermediate identity
integrating elements of Oriental-sensual-otherness and European-rational-selfness. The irreducibility of this emergent identity to its original
constituents is epitomised by Vathek’s irrepressible ‘thirst for knowledge’,
in which the implicit distance that separates the observer-self from the
observed-other collapses into a moment of identification of the sensoryempirical (thirst) with the intellectual-rational (knowledge).
The synthesis of the empirical and the rational is key to Kant’s theory
of knowledge as well, and part of my argument here is that the ways in
which Beckford negotiates the tension between the European-self and
the Oriental-other through the creation of intermediate and mediating
geographic, linguistic, and cultural spaces resonates with the ways in
which Kant reconciles the conflict between rationalism and empiricism
by integrating human reason and experience into an intermediate, hybrid
account of human cognition.
IV
Born on 22 April 1724 in Königsberg (modern-day Kaliningrad) into a
Pietist family of modest means, Kant was educated and spent nearly his
entire academic life at the local university, known as the Albertina, where
he was exposed to a broad spectrum of thinkers, including Gottfried W.
Leibniz and Christian Wolff - whose work was then very influential in
German universities -, but also, under the influence of Martin Knutzen,
to Isaac Newton and John Locke - whose work was relatively unpopular
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in Germany, albeit prominent in Britain.135 The philosophical landscape
of eighteenth-century Europe was in effect split into two conflicting
accounts of human knowledge:136 rationalism conceived of knowledge
as the result of deductive reasoning based on innate ideas, and largely
independent from the encounter with external reality;137 empiricism,
conversely, rejected the notion of innate ideas, and conceived of knowledge as resulting from inductive reasoning applied to empirical observations and the sensory encounter with the external world.138 Both accounts
were partly unsatisfactory: the rationalist outlook delivered certainty at
the cost of dogmatism; the empirical traded dogmatism for scepticism.139
A further crucial difficulty was that of admitting of religion and morality
in a world that Newton had shown to be governed by natural laws, i.e.
entirely deterministic. Kant set itself the goal of reconciling rationalism
and empiricism140 whilst avoiding dogmatism and scepticism, and of
showing that reason is in itself a secure basis to account for both morality
and determinism.
Kant’s work revolves around the examination of the ‘possibility of metaphysics, as well as its sources, [...] extent and boundaries’,141 in order to
assure human reason ‘its lawful claims, and deliver it of all groundless
assumptions’.142 Within this framework, the Critique is divided into two
main sections: the ‘Transcendental Doctrine of Elements’143 and the
‘Transcendental Doctrine of Method’,144 the former being further divided
into the ‘Transcendental Aesthetic’145 and the ‘Transcendental Logic’.146
Here I will focus my discussion on the Transcendental Aesthetic, as it is
in this section that Kant lays out the fundamental principles with which
aspects of Beckford’s work resonate.
Any attempt to discuss Kant’s transcendental theory is bound to start
with three key distinctions: between intuition and concept, between a
priori and a posteriori (or empirical), and between analytic and synthetic.
Intuition (Anschauung) and concept (Begriff) are two forms of objective
perception (Bewußtseyn) (i.e. they represent objects), and, along with
sensation (Empfindung) - which is subjective (i.e. it does not represent any
object) - are the fundamental components of knowledge.147 Intuitions are
sensory,148 singular, and immediate representations of particular objects;149
concepts, instead, are intellectual;150 collective, and mediated representations of categories of objects,151 i.e. they represent objects as belonging
to a certain class (e.g. a table as a member of the class ‘tables’). Both
intuitions and concepts can be either empirical or a priori.152 Kant holds
that, although all knowledge ‘undoubtedly begins with experience’153 - to
which he refers as the ‘first product’ of the understanding154 -, it does not
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necessarily arise from155 nor is it limited to it.156 Experience ‘tells us what
is, but not that it must necessarily be so, and not otherwise’:157 hence,
experience gives ‘no true universality’.158 Knowledge of universality and
necessity must therefore originate independently of - hence logically
prior to - experience.159 Kant calls this experience-independent mode
of knowledge ‘a priori’, and contrasts it with the empirically grounded
mode termed ‘a posteriori’.160 Thus a posteriori cognition derives from
empirical sources and (sense-based) experience, which cannot generate
judgements of universality and necessity;161 conversely, a priori cognition,
which instead is characterised by universality and necessity,162 originates
in reason and is ‘absolutely independent’163 of (sense-based) experience.
Importantly, Kant argues that, whilst a priori knowledge is independent
of experience,164 a posteriori knowledge is never only empirical, as experience is always infused with some degree of a priori cognition.165 A priori
cognition comes in two varieties: analytic and synthetic.166 In analytic
judgements, the predicate ‘does not add anything to the subject’167 because it is already contained in it: for example, in the statement ‘all bodies
are extended’,168 the predicate ‘extended’ is already implied in - and
therefore adds nothing to - the subject ‘bodies’. Conversely, in synthetic
judgements the predicate is ‘ampliative’169 in that it adds information that
‘no analysis could possibly extract from the subject’:170 for example, in the
statement ‘all bodies are heavy’,171 the predicate ‘heavy’ is not contained
in, it could never be extracted from - and therefore adds to - the subject
‘bodies’.172
The main question in Kant’s Critique is: ‘How are synthetic a priori judgments possible?’173 The question is important because synthetic a priori
knowledge is universal and necessary (as per its being a priori) yet ampliative, i.e. informative, and not merely definitional (as per its being synthetic). Kant tackles the problem by devising a system of concepts - which he
calls ‘transcendental philosophy’ - through which he examines the possibility of a priori knowledge: ‘I call transcendental all cognition that is
occupied not so much with objects, but rather with our concepts a priori
of objects [i.e. concepts which exist logically prior to objects]. A system of
such concepts would be called transcendental philosophy’.174 He clarifies
this notion in the corresponding passage of the Critique’s second edition,
in which ‘concepts a priori of objects’ is replaced by ‘mode of cognition of
objects, insofar as this is to be possible a priori’,175 thereby stressing Kant’s
aim to explore and establish the conditions of the possibility of cognition. Within this overall agenda, the aim of the Transcendental Aesthetic
is to present a ‘science of all principles of a priori sensibility’,176 and its
main conclusions is that there are ‘two pure forms of sensible intuition, as
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principles of a priori knowledge, namely, space and time’.177
V
Space and time are key to critical philosophy, because Kant’s argument
about the nature of space and time suggests a conclusion about the nature
of all knowledge, namely that it is impossible to know things in themselves. Kant asks: ‘What are space and time? Are they real entities? Are
they only determinations or relations of things, yet such that they would
belong to things even if they were not intuited? Or are they such that
they belong only to the form of intuition, thus to the subjective state of
our mind?’178 Kant tackles the question through a series of logical steps.
As per scholarly tradition,179 I will focus the discussion on space,180 with
the understanding that the conclusions apply to time as well.
Kant’s first observation is that the representation of space is neither empirical nor conceptual, but rather intuitive. Kant contends that space cannot be an empirical concept (empirischer Begriff)181 originating from outer
experience, because for sensations to be referred to something outside
oneself (i.e. in a different place) one has to have already a representation
of space.182 Hence spatial experiences are not the causes, but rather the
consequences of an inner representation of space: they do not supply it:
they presuppose and are made possible by it.183 His second consideration
is that, although it is possible to imagine space in the absence of objects
(i.e. empty space), it is impossible to imagine the absence of space.184
This indicates that space is a ‘necessary a priori representation, which
underlies all outer intuitions’.185 Based on this necessity and apriority whereby space is ‘an a priori representation, which necessarily underlies
outer appearances’186 - space must be regarded as a pure intuition (reine
Anschauung)187 (in the sense that it is represented as a one, unique and
all-encompassing space that is logically prior to any discrete sub-regions
one may imagine within it),188 as well as ‘the condition of the possibility
of appearances’.189 Kant elaborates these two points - i.e. the necessity and
apriority of space - by invoking the so-called argument from geometry.
Geometrical knowledge is synthetic and a priori because it is necessary
and universal (hence a priori) yet ampliative (hence synthetic), as the
knowledge that two sides of a triangle together are greater than the third
side can never be derived from the concepts of side or of triangle,190 in
the same way as no amount of analysis of the concepts ‘5’, ‘+’, and ‘7’ will
yield the concept of ‘12’.191 Because it is necessary and universal - certain
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beyond doubt (apodictically)192 - this knowledge cannot derive from
experience, because experience cannot deliver universality and necessity.193
Geometrical knowledge is therefore an intuition: a synthetic a priori
intuition. Since geometry is the mathematics of space, if knowledge of
geometry is a synthetic a priori intuition, knowledge of space is too. Transcendental idealism argues that the a priori knowledge of the structure
of space, and of the necessity of space for experience (i.e. as a condition
of the possibility of experience) can be explained only by the supposition that space does not represent any property of - or relations between
- things in themselves, i.e. as existing independently of the subjective
conditions of intuition.194 Rather, space is ‘the form of all appearances of
outer sense, i.e. the subjective condition of sensibility, under which alone
outer intuition is possible’.195 The representation of space is therefore relative to the human standpoint, and specifically to the subjective condition
of human intuition.196 Consequently, it can be ascribed to things only
as they appear to the human subject, i.e. as they are ‘objects of [human]
sensibility’,197 as ‘if we remove our own subject or even only the subjective
state of the senses all the states and relations of the objects in space and
time, and even space and time themselves, would disappear, and as appearances they cannot exist in themselves, but only in us. [...] We known
nothing except our way of perceiving’.198 This means that space is empirically real (in that it is objectively valid with respect to objects of sensibility, i.e. appearances) but transcendentally ideal (in that it is a form of
intuition, belonging to the subjective condition of human sensibility, and
being meaningless with respect to things in themselves).199 Kant’s argument culminates in the assertion that ‘nothing intuited in space is a thing
in itself [Sache an sich], nor is space a form of things in themselves’ rather
‘objects in themselves are unknown to us, and [...] what we call outer
objects are nothing but mere representations of our sensibility, whose
form is space, and whose true correlate, i.e. the thing in itself [Ding an
sich selbst], is not known, nor can be known, through these representations’.200 Hence, all human intuition is ‘nothing but the representation of
appearance’.201
Summarising: humans represent the world as being in space. However,
space is not a mind-independent thing202 - or a property of or relation between things203 - existing in a mind-independent world that would exist
independently of one’s knowledge of it. Rather, space is a form of intuition - along with time, the only pure form of intuition204 - i.e. a structure
that the knowing mind itself imposes upon the representation of the
world, and through which the world is intuited. It follows that, when
humans represent the world in space and time, they do not represent it as
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it is in itself (since space and time are not things - or properties of things
- in themselves), but rather as it appears, given the spatial and temporal
structure imposed upon it by the knowing mind. Hence, space and time
enable human knowledge but also set drastic boundaries to it, because the
conditions that make it possible to represent the world as being in space
and time also make it impossible to represent it otherwise (i.e. independently of - or as not being in - space and time). Specifically, they make it
impossible to represent the world as it is in itself.205 Therefore, the grand
verdict of Kant’s Transcendental Aesthetic is that the world as it is in itself
is out of bounds: all human knowledge is restricted to appearance, i.e. to
the way in which things appear to, through, and given the limitations of the human mind.
VI
Kant’s strategy to reconcile the conflict between rationalism and empiricism by embracing reason and the senses into a integrated account of
human cognition resonates with Beckford’s casting of the tension between subject-self and object-other through the creation of intermediate
and mediating geographic, linguistic, and cultural spaces characterised
by a hybrid form of otherness (e.g. Vathek, France and its language) greater than the subject’s (e.g. the English), lesser than the object’s (e.g.
the Giaour, the Orient and its language). The duplicitous nature of these
mediating cultural and linguistic spaces both enables and restricts the
possibilities of knowing the other, because the conditions that make the
encounter possible on intermediate terms (e.g. a shared lingua franca),
also dictate and impose those terms to the encounter. Beckford’s use of
the French language, with its connotation of diplomatic intermediation
between the East and the West, encourages the encounter with otherness
by drawing the English reader into a middle ground that affords - but
also shapes and limits - the interaction with the unknown Oriental other.
This dual enabling-limiting quality of Beckford’s mediating instances
echoes the enabling-limiting quality of Kant’s a priori forms of intuition,
namely space and time, which make it possible to experience the world
spatially and temporally, and impossible to experience it in itself.
Kant’s transcendental aesthetic’s struggle with knowledge of things in
themselves is Vathek’s own struggle with knowledge of the elusive other,
epitomised by the stranger-Giaour. Vathek attempts to master the Giaour
by gathering all the information he can extract about and from him. He
seeks out anyone who can provide ‘intelligence of the stranger’.206 When
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the stranger speaks, Vathek is unsatisfied with hearing his voice, and
wants him to manifest himself visibly: ‘Where art thou? be present to my
eyes’;207 conversely, when faced with his physical presence, he ‘want[s]
him to speak’.208 But the Giaour won’t comply, and instead withstands
the gaze of the Caliph’s ‘terrible eye’ silently and without the ‘slightest
emotion’.209 By withholding his speech and withstanding Vathek’s gaze,
the Giaour resists being read as a text.210 This resistance is reiterated in the
cryptic messages on his sabres, whose meaning Vathek attempts - both
personally211 and through the enlistment of interpreters212 - but repeatedly fails to extract because the characters of the script keep changing
after every decoding attempt.213 By constantly changing, the language of
the sabres refuses to perform its role as a vehicle for communication. On
the contrary, here language stands in the way of meaning. The constantly
changing characters, whose meaning, even when deciphered, cannot be
fixed, but rather is ‘effaced with the act of reading’,214 embody the tension
between creation and destruction inherent in Kant’s notion of a knowing
mind that half-observes, half-creates the object of knowledge by imposing upon it its own a priori structure: what creates the sensible world (i.e.
what makes knowledge of the sensible world possible) destroys the world
in itself (i.e. makes its knowledge by man impossible - although the world
in itself may continue its existence in inscrutable ways). Hence, Vathek’s
attempts to know (i.e. to understand and master) the other - by making him speak, manifest himself, and surrender the code of his language
- fail on all fronts. By returning the gaze and withholding his speech,
the object-other resists both being destroyed and being created by the
subject’s epistemic effort, and refuses to yield and be reduced to meaning. It is noteworthy that, although Vathek is unable to ‘decypher [sic]
the characters’,215 he is nevertheless able to perceive ‘that they, every day,
changed’.216 The juxtaposition of deciphering and perceiving - the former
connoting an intellectually oriented high-level cognitive activity, the latter
a low-level sense-based perception -, and Vathek’s ability to handle the
latter but not the former, illustrates the central tenet of Kant’s transcendental idealism, namely that man’s knowledge cannot reach beyond the
sensible realm of appearances.
Hence, both Beckford’s Vathek and Kant’s first Critique address the problem of knowledge and reach the castigating conclusion that man cannot
access truth. Both develop their case by casting knowledge in terms of encounter with otherness - be it by juxtaposing the European self with the
Oriental-other (as in Vathek), or the knowing subject with the represented
object (as in the Critique) -, as it is mediated by the human faculties, and
intersected by the boundary between reality and appearance. Beckford’s
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intermediate and mediating geographic, linguistic, and cultural spaces
(e.g. France and the French language combine oriental connotations and
squarely European identity, which places them not only geographically
but also culturally and conceptually mid-way between England and the
Orient; Vathek’s character traits combine sensual excesses and intellectual yearnings, which place him on an intermediate degree of otherness,
mid-way between the European self and the Giaour’s greater otherness)
enable the encounter with the unknown other, but also dictate its modalities and limitations: the other is therefore experienced not as it is in itself
but rather as seen through the filter of these mediating instances, through
which the encounter is at all possible. This coupling of and tension
between enabling and limiting qualities also undergirds Kant’s transcendental idealism, as the hybrid integration of reason and sense-based
experience delivers certainty about the possibilities of human knowledge,
but also spells out its modalities and its inherent and unavoidable limitations. Beckford’s mediating spaces, whereby the subject-European-self
experiences the object-Oriental-other not as it is in itself, but rather as
it manifests itself as its identity interacts with, is filtered through, and is
partly constructed by the subject-European-self, echo the main tenet of
Kant’s transcendental idealism: man experiences the world not as it is in
itself, but rather as it appears to the knowing mind. Despite Beckford’s
and Kant’s moral exhortations seem, on the surface, opposite to each
other - the former condemning,217 the latter preconising (sapere aude!)218
knowledge seeking - they ultimately converge in the shared conclusion
that the possibilities of human knowledge are severely restricted, and that,
whether it be by divine proscription (as per Beckford’s account) or by human limitations (as per Kant’s account) man cannot access truth.
VII
Vathek saw the light at the peak of the Enlightenment, an age dominated
by a conception of reality as governed by natural laws, and of man as
capable of knowing those laws. In this conception, subject and object
of knowledge are clearly distinct entities - the former being a rational
observer endowed with cognitive faculties, the latter an external reality
whose existence is independent from (and, in principle, fully knowable
by) the observer -, and the epistemic act is key to human progress. In
this context, it is unsurprising that contemporary critics should condemn
Beckford’s choice to encase Vathek’s narrative within a moral framework
that rewards ignorance and punishes curiosity: ‘The chief defect of the
work arises from the moral [...] Indolence and childishness are represent-
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ed as the source of happiness; while ambition and the desire of knowledge, so laudable and meritorious when properly directed, are painted in
odious colours, and punished as crimes’.219 It is also understandable that
similar concerns be raised vis-à-vis the appointment of a supernatural and
omnipotent legislator to impose limits on human intellectual quests, thus
shattering the idea of the self as an agent through the enforcement of a
‘supreme and malignant “otherness” which cannot be escaped or transcended’.220 Held up to the light of the Age of Reason, Vathek’s moral and
fatalistic frame, coupled with its orientalist setting, invokes notions of
backwardness and vice.
If, however, Beckford’s tale is observed through the prism of Kant’s transcendental system, itself a product of the Age of Reason, an alternative
interpretation emerges.
Kant’s integration of rational and empirical elements - by which reason
and the senses are both epistemically required for knowledge to obtain
- challenges the notion of a clear boundary between the subject-observerself and the object-observed-other, as the ways in which the observed
object manifests itself sensorily to the knowing subject includes contributions from the knowing subject itself. Kant’s theory also introduces severe
limits to the possibilities of human understanding of the outside world.
These limits, by which man’s epistemic reach upon reality is restricted to
its appearance, are inherent to man’s own nature, as they result from the
imposition of the structure and limitation of the human cognitive apparatus upon the reality which it seeks to apprehend.
Read from a Kantian perspective, Vathek’s intermediate identities, mediating linguistic and cultural spaces, and hybridised historical and imaginary
material, become literary expressions of the Critique’s defiance of the
border between the knowing subject and its object of knowledge, and
between reality - i.e. the world as it is in itself - and appearance - i.e. the
world as it appears to the human observer. Crucially, Vathek’s representation of the limits of human knowledge as dictated by an external, supernatural deity becomes a fictionalised transposition of the Critique’s notion
of the limits of human knowledge as imposed by man’s own physiology.
What in Vathek is forbidden by god, in the Critique is forbidden by the
human condition. Hence, seen through a Kantian lens, Beckford’s seemingly fatalistic verdict on man’s quest for knowledge turns into a sophisticated allegory of the Enlightenment, as the appeal to the supernatural
(e.g. the will of god) as an attempt to justify, explain, and escape from the
limitations of human nature, ultimately leads straight back to it.
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Saussure’, Encyclopædia Britannica Online (Encyclopædia Britannica Inc., 2015),
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Harold’s Pilgrimage. A Romaunt. Second edn (London: John Murray, 1812), canto I,
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letter to Louisa Beckford dated December 1781, reprinted in Guy Chapman, Beckford
(London: Cape, 1937), p. 99.
40 In his correspondence, Beckford reminisced about ‘the delightful days of F[onthill]’
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copy of your translation?’ (Beckford’s letter to Henley dated 14 October 1784), and
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Sinnlichkeit, unter der allein uns äussere Anschauung möglich ist’ [A26/B42].
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