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The Castle of Indolence by James Thomson
and the Ideas of Indolence (4)

[ZUHA Takashi

Abstract

When Thomson describes different people of different indolence in the castle’s listless, peaceful and isolated
atmosphere in The Castle of Indolence, he recognizes in indolence an analogy with the idea of melancholy which
had been considered to have different connotations including negative states of mind like ill-temper, sadness and
anxiety, and sources of creative and poetic imagination and genius for centuries. Using the terms ‘spleen’ and “vapour’,
which were synonymous to ‘melancholy’ in the eighteenth century, Thomson sees some people in the castle having
melancholic traits. Not only does Thomson see negative aspects of their melancholic traits like severe depression or
hypochondria, but he also mentions positive melancholic expression of genius and imagination which some people
in the castle display after their repose of mind. In the sense that those significant people display their imagination
and genius and that the virtue they obtain through the melancholic and philosophical contemplation in the castle will
contribute to the public good, this castle of indolence or of melancholy can be socially beneficial as those people,
compared to the indulged people staying here for life, do not stay the castle so long but leave there to go back to their
original society.

However, to let those socially beneficial people leave the castle, the castle itself must not be enclosed but be
open. Openness characterises the eighteenth-century landscape gardens, which were characterised by their natural
styles without formal compositions or apparent enclosing boundaries. The natural landscape gardens inspired the
pleasure of imagination more with which people could cultivate their virtuous mind. Garden theorists argued that
the openness of landscape gardens was significant in terms that the virtuous mind that we could obtain through the
contemplation in the natural gardens should be also displayed outside the gardens for the public good. Openness for
the public good can also be recognized in the Castle of Indolence as the castle does have a gate which anyone can go
through and ‘we found he would not be here pent’. It is impossible to persuade those who have cultivated their virtue

to stay in this peaceful castle. For them, the castle is open all the time.
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