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OVERVIEW AND BACKGROUND
Why, then,' tis none to you, for there is nothing either good or bad, but thinking
makes it so . . . I could be bounded in a nutshell and count myself a king of infinite
space . . . A dream itself is but a shadow.
– William Shakespeare, Hamlet, Act 2, Scene 21

Framing the Sublime: Thoughts and Questions
The sublime is an elusive concept. The more one thinks and researches it, the more diffuse
and difficult it becomes. The following are some fragmentary insights and questions that
frame my thinking of the sublime that I will attempt to address in the dissertation:
1.

What is at stake with the sublime? Is it, according to Jan-Luc Nancy, that the sublime
is the suspension of art? Is it the teleos or the end of art.2 Is presentation at stake?

2.

Is the sublime a matter of representation or presentation? If it is representation are
there objects that by default induce the sublime? If it is presentation, what is being
presented?

3.

The basis of the sublime is the unpresentable. What is the role of the unpresentable in
the sublime?

4.

How does one present the unpresentable? Is it possible for a physical object to invoke/present the unpresentable?

5.

Is the unpresentable a universal? Is the appreciation of the unpresentable absolute or
contingent?

6.

The concept of the sublime has changed over time – see Longinus, Burke, Kant, Barnett
Newman, Lyotard, Derrida, and Nancy. Is this a change in the sublime itself, or rather
a change in how we perceived an unchanging 'kernel' of the sublime?

7.

Kant identified a gap between the sensible and the supersensible that he was never
quite able to cross.3 Can this gap be bridged? What is the relevance to the sublime?

8.

The Modernist view of the sublime assumed a grand metanarrative and a teleological
view of progress. With this framework, is it possible to express the 'essence' of the sublime and communicate this to the viewer?

9.

A generation of post-structuralist philosophers including Gasché, Derrida, Lyotard, and
Nancy disagreed with the Modernist view of the sublime, but agreed that the basis was
the unpresentable, but argued for contingency and multiplicity. How does this apply to
a work of art? Can it apply to a work of art? Can this gap between theory and practice
be bridged?

1 <https://www.sparknotes.com/nofear/shakespeare/hamlet/page_106/> [accessed 26 April 2020]
2 Jean-Luc Nancy, in ‘The Sublime Offering’, in A Finite Thinking, Cultural Memory in the Present, ed. by Simon
Sparks, (California, Stanford University Press, 2003), pp 212-3.
3 According to David Wills, Jacques Derrida in his analysis of Kant’s Third Critique notes that Kant is unable to
bridge the abyss or provide a middle ground between reason and understanding. See Wills, David, "Derrida and
aesthetics: Lemming (reframing the abyss)" in Tom Cohen, editor, Jacques Derrida and the Humanities: A Critical Reader (Cambridge University Press, 2002), Chapter 4, pp. 120 -121.
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10.

Is there an aesthetic of the sublime?

11.

Can a hyperobject invoke the sublime?

12.

What is the role of abjection relative to the sublime?

13.

Does exhibiting the rhetoric of the sublime in an artwork make the work sublime?

14.

Guy Debord and others argue that the spectacle is an element of our present-day capitalistic society.4 The spectacle has infiltrated our perception of the sublime. To what
extent is the spectacle an aspect of the sublime?

Introduction
The sublime takes many forms. These include self-reflection, astonishment, awe, terror, pain,
or the appreciation of greatness from a human standpoint. Inherent in these aspects is that
there is some form of transcendence in the viewer. The sublime has often been considered as
the antithesis of and mutually exclusive with beauty.5
The application of the sublime to 'art' as we consider it today is a relatively recent occurrence,
starting in the 1800s. Before this, the context of the sublime was literature, divinity, nature
terror, and pain – with little or no reference to art. Even Immanuel Kant, who forms the foundation of most present-day thinking on the sublime, felt that the basis of the sublime was nature6
A more modernist view, as exemplified by artists such as Barnett Newman, Donald Judd, Mark
Rothko, Carl Andre, Helen Frankenthaler, Jackson Pollock, and others – following an interpretation started by Edmund Burke, assumed an unchanging and inherent core to sublimity.
Underneath this was an assumption of constancy in understanding and meaning that could be
represented/presented aesthetically.
By comparison, according to Simon Morley, "the dominant assumption behind contemporary
thought, grounded in the Marxist, psychoanalytic and feminist theory that came to control discussion of contemporary art during the 1970s and 1980s, is that culture and cultural values are
socially constructed rather than deriving from some timeless essence."7 This was a significant
shift from a visual to a textual interpretation of both art and the sublime. Concurrent with this
was a renewed interest in the sublime by a generation of post-structuralist philosophers.8 Taking Kant as their basis, they attempted to bridge Kant's unsolved gap between the sensible and
the supersensible.

4

Guy Debord, (author), Ken Knabb (translator), The Society of the Spectacle (London: Rebel Press, 2005), pp. 78.
5 For example Slavoj Žižek makes the observation that Beauty and the Sublime lie along an axis of pleasure-displeasure. Slavoj Žižek, The Sublime Object of Ideology, Phronesis (London; New York: Verso, 1989), pp. 202-203.
Frederick Schiller similarly notes that the sublime exits us from the sensible world whereas beauty keeps us in it.
Frederick Schiller, (author), Rakotolahy, Jean-Marc (translator), Frederick Schiller: The Essays on the Sublime,
(CreateSpace Independent Publishing Platform, 2013), p.66.
6 Paul Crowther, "The Postmodern Sublime - Installation and Assemblage Art", in Contemporary Sublime: Sensibilities of Transcendence: Art and Design Profile 40, ed. by Paul Crowther (London: Leicester University Press,
1995), p. 11.
7 Simon Morley, ed., The Sublime, Documents of Contemporary Art (London : Cambridge, Mass: Whitechapel
Gallery ; MIT Press, 2010), p.4
8 These writers on the sublime specifically included Rodolphe Gasché, Jacques Derrida, Gilles Deleuze, JeanFrançois Lyotard, Jean-Luc Nancy, as well as related writings by Fredric Jameson and Guy Debord.
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Brief Background of the Sublime
In western writings, the concept of the sublime begins to appear in the 1 st c AD and conventionally attributed to Longinus.9 His focus is on language and writing rather than the fine arts.
For him, the sublime is the excellence of language that takes the reader out of himself.10 Other
key elements of his philosophy are that art is perfect when it seems to be nature and that the
sublime lifts mortal man near the great spirit of the Deity11. Longinus implies that matter,
informed by the mind, carries inherent meaning.12
Edmund Burke, in 1757 wrote A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the
Sublime and Beautiful that has been significantly influential to the present day in thinking
around the sublime. For Burke, terror or pain were the underlying causes of the sublime.13
However, while pain or danger needs to be present, there also needs to be a certain distance of
safety.14 Death is a stronger emotion than pain.15 Nature factored heavily into Burke's philosophy, and astonishment is the most powerful form of the natural sublime. 16 Related to this is
the idea of relative size, and Burke considered elements of great visual size as sublime.17 He
felt that the repetition of a significant number of parts created an artificial infinity, and therefore was sublime.18
Critically, Burke's sublime is inherent in the object, whether that be infinity, magnificence, or
a great display of power. He briefly notes that certain sensations, such as reactions to taste and
light, are familiar to all people.19 These shared experiences imply an unchanging universality.
Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) is the cornerstone of philosophical thought surrounding the sublime. Most importantly, for Kant, sublimity is not in nature but rather in our minds.20 Kant's
view of the sublime was based around nature. For Kant, the apprehension of natural immensity puts us in the mind of the essential task of being human, which cultivates moral virtue as
a completion of our rational nature.21 Kant also identified the mathematical and dynamic sublime, representing greatness in size and greatness in power, respectively.22
Many later philosophers took Kant's view of the sublime and expanded upon it and in the process added their own interpretations. These philosophers include Jean-François Lyotard,
Jacques Derrida, Gilles Deleuze, Rodolphe Gasché, and Jean-Luc Nancy. Gasché, for example,
felt the sublime to be the complex satisfaction of being able to apprehend in one representation
that which defies objectification.23 Nancy, expanding on Kant, defined the sublime as not a

9 Longinus (author), Benjamin Jowett (translator) On the Sublime (Createspace, 2014), p. 2.
10 Ibid., p 8.
11 Ibid., p 29.
12 Philip Shaw, The Sublime, The New Critical Idiom, Second edition (London ; New York: Routledge, Taylor &
Francis Group, 2017), p. 43.
13 Edmund Burke, (author), and Adam Phillips (ed.), A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the
Sublime and Beautiful (Oxford University Press, 1990), p. 124.
14 Ibid., pp 36-37.
15 Ibid., pp 36-37.
16 Ibid., p 53.
17 Ibid., p 66.
18 Ibid., p 126.
19 Ibid., pp 14-15.
20 Melissa Merritt, The Sublime – The Philosophy of Immanuel Kant (Cambridge University Press, 2018, p.20.
21 Ibid., p. 23.
22 Ibid., p. 32.
23 Rodolphe Gasché, The Idea of Form: Rethinking Kant’s Aesthetics, Cultural Memory in the Present (Stanford,
Calif: Stanford University Press, 2003), p. 127.
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presentation of the infinite, but rather the unlimitation that begins on the border of the limited.
The sublime is the emotion of the subject at the limit.24

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

Figure 4 - JMW Turner, Snow Storm - Steam-Boat off a Harbour's Mouth, 1842.

For many modern-day artists, the sublime in the fine arts started in the 1800s. JMW Turner's
Snow Storm - Steam-Boat off a Harbour's Mouth (Fig 4) is an excellent example of the sublime
based on nature and terror. According to Edmund Burke, terror is a source of the sublime, and
this is the strongest emotion of which the mind is capable.25 As noted earlier, Immanuel Kant's
analysis ties the sublime to the experience of nature
This painting assumes a direct link between an event and the viewer's feeling of the sublime.
Rather than a dispassionate picture representing a storm, Turner obscures the figure/ground
relationship, deliberately creating an unstable environment that immerses the viewer in the
centre of the storm. As much as is possible with the confines of painting, Turner wants the
viewer to feel the power and terror of the storm viscerally.
The sublime here is a Burkean sublime that assumes a direct relationship between cause and
effect, e.g., if "A" (nature, terror, etc.), then "B" (sublime feeling). We'll see later where some
present-day artists have used this approach to the sublime in a rhetorical manner, and unlike
the Turner painting, have lost something in the process.

24 Jean-Luc Nancy, in ‘The Sublime Offering’, in A Finite Thinking, Cultural Memory in the Present, ed. by Simon Sparks, (California, Stanford University Press, 2003), p. 231 and p. 233.
25 Edmund Burke, (author), and Adam Phillips (ed.), A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the
Sublime and Beautiful (Oxford University Press, 1990), p. 36.
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The Turner painting has other elements that prevent a purely rhetorical interpretation of the
sublime. As noted by Alison Smith, the work evokes boundlessness.26 Infinity and boundlessness will turn out to be critical components of the sublime. For Burke, the invocation of infinity
is sufficient to instil a sense of the sublime.27 However, and more importantly, there is a more
nuanced view as espoused by Kant where he argues that not the sublime is not inherent in
nature itself but rather in the mind.28 This will be explored further in the essay, but the critical
point is that the state of boundlessness is an essential quality that generates the sublime emotion.

Figure 5- Caspar David Friedrich, Monk by the Sea, c.1809.

The natural and religious sublime were elements of nineteenth-century art and can be seen in
Caspar David Friedrich's Monk by the Sea (Fig 5).
The painting emphasises immensity relative to the individual. While the sublime is invoked
literally in a Burkean sense, there is additionally something more critical and subtle happening.
The almost indiscernible placement of the sole figure causes an element of self-reflection and
contemplation that is absent in Turner's Snow Storm. In the same era as this painting, Immanuel Kant was developing his theories of the sublime. Firstly, according to Melissa Merritt,
Kant argues that natural immensity puts the viewer "in mind of the essential task of being human."29 For Kant, it is not just a matter of the viewer reflecting on the situation; it is instead

26 Alison Smith, ‘The Sublime in Crisis: Landscape Painting after Turner’, in The Art of the Sublime, ed. by Nigel
Llewellyn and Christine Riding, (Tate Research Publication, January 2013), <https://www.tate.org.uk/art/research-publications/the-sublime/alison-smith-the-sublime-in-crisis-landscape-painting-after-turner-r1109220>
[accessed 04 December 2019].
27 Ibid., pp 67.
28 Kant states “subliminity is not contained in anything in nature, but only in our mind . . .”. As quoted in Melissa
Merritt, The Sublime – The Philosophy of Immanuel Kant (Cambridge University Press, 2018) p. 20.
29 Melissa Merritt, The Sublime – The Philosophy of Immanuel Kant (Cambridge University Press, 2018) p. 26.
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much more profound and becomes a moral issue where the individual should cultivate moral
virtue as the completion of his/her rational nature.30
Friedrich's depiction of a limitless sea and sky also accords well with Kant's views of the natural
sublime. For Kant, sublimity requires 'a formless object insofar as limitlessness is represented
in it."31 This view of the sublime is of fundamental importance and recurs in various forms to
the present day. For Kant, the beautiful is defined by contours or limits, whereas the sublime
is limitless.32
A final point to note is the invocation of the religious sublime in this work. Society at the time
of Monk by the Sea saw both nature and the Deity as elements invoking the sublime.33 Nature,
in this instance, becomes a symbol that activates the feeling of the religious sublime. In the
present secular day, there isn't this same religious attitude, and therefore our interpretation
will be different.34 We experience the sublime but reach it from a different direction.

Figure 6 - Barnet Newman, Vir Heroicus Sublimis, 1950-1.

30 Ibid., p. 26.
31 Kant as quoted in Melissa Merritt, The Sublime – The Philosophy of Immanuel Kant (Cambridge University
Press, 2018) p. 31.
32 Jean-Luc Nancy (author), Sparks, Simon (ed), ‘The Sublime Offering’, in A Finite Thinking, Cultural Memory
in the Present, (California, Stanford University Press, 2003), p. 222.
33 Robert Rosenblum, Modern Painting and the Northern Romantic Tradition (GDR: Thames and Hudson,
1975) pp 18-19. An excellent example of this viewpoint is a letter written by the Romantic poet Thomas Moore, in
speaking about Niagara Falls in 1804 when he wrote: “I felt as if approaching the very residence of the Deity, the
tears started into my eyes; and I remained . . . lost . . . in that delicious absorption which pious enthusiasm alone
can bring . . . My whole heart and soul ascended toward the Divinity.” As quoted in Ibid., pp 19-20.
34 Aris Sarafianos argues that “Burke (and the eighteenth century at large) developed the sublime as a fundamentally religious and providential category, before it became a securlarised concept in the late nineteenth centry.”
See Aris Sarafianos, ‘Stubbs, Walpole and Burke: Convulsive Imitation and ‘Truth Extorted’’, in The Art of the
Sublime, ed. by Nigel Llewellyn and Christine Riding (eds.), (Tate Research Publication, January 2013), <
https://www.tate.org.uk/art/research-publications/the-sublime/aris-sarafianos-stubbs-walpole-and-burke-convulsive-imitation-and-truth-extorted-r1138672> [accessed 04 December 2019]
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In contrast to the Turner and Friedrich work is a modernist approach as exemplified by Barnet
Newman’s Vir Heroicus Sublimis (Fig. 6). He clearly states his intentions in a seminal article
from 1948 entitled 'The Sublime is Now':
Instead of making cathedrals out of Christ, man, or 'life,' we are making it out of ourselves, out of our own feelings. The image we produce is the self-evident one of revelation, real and concrete, that can be understood by anyone who will look at it without
the nostalgic glasses of history.35
What is entirely different from the nineteenth-century examples is Newman's endeavour to
express the feeling or emotion in and of itself, directly in his artwork. He does not use symbolism (e.g., a stormy sea or a forlorn monk) as a bridge into the mind of the viewer. Newman
does not represent something that invokes the sublime; he presents the sublime. Newman
intends that the image be 'self-evident' and understood without context, e.g., 'the nostalgic
glasses of history.'
Two fundamental issues come from this approach. First, the underlying assumption is that the
presentation of the sublime, or at least the presentation of the artist's version of the sublime,
is sufficient to arouse a sublime emotion in the viewer. Secondly, is the assumption that there
is a universal and presumably unchanging singular interpretation of that image.
Taking the first point, some will argue it is not possible to present the sublime per Newman's
approach and to do so is to aestheticise the sublime. This then brings the work in the realm of
the 'beautiful' as opposed to the 'sublime'. I don't entirely agree with this view, and I argue that
for some people, a painting such as Vir Heroicus Sublimis will evoke a sublime emotion, but
that this isn't universal nor is it unchanging.
Regarding the second point above, Newman's intentions bring to mind a phenomenological
approach towards the interpretation of art by the viewer. Maurice Merleau-Ponty postulates
this phenomenological approach:
Our bodily experience . . . is not a particular case of knowledge; it provides us with a
way of access to the world and the object . . . which has to be recognised as original
and perhaps as primary. My body has its world, or understands its world, without
having to make use of my' symbolic' or 'objectifying' function.36
Newman would like us to interpret the work on a primary level. However, I argue that the
work has a symbolic function that sits outside of a primary level of interpretation and is, therefore, open to multiple interpretations and meanings. Jean-François Lyotard makes this argument in 1982 when he states that "in our techno-scientific industrial world there are no consistent symbols for good, just, true, infinite, etc."37

35 Barnet Newman, , ‘The Sublime is Now’, in Art in Theory, 1900-2000: An Anthology of Changing Ideas, 2nd
ed, ed. by Charles Harrison and Paul Wood, (Malden, MA: Blackwell Pub, 2003), pp. 580-582, (p. 582).
36 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception (Classic Reprint). (Forgotten Books, 2015), p. 162.
37 Jean-François Lyotard, ‘Presenting the Unpresentable: The Sublime’, in The Sublime, Documents of Contemporary Art, ed. by Simon Morley, (London: Cambridge, Mass: Whitechapel Gallery; MIT Press, 2010), pp. 130-136
(p. 134).
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VARYING ASPECTS OF THE SUBLIME IN THE PRESENT DAY
The sublime is multi-faceted and invoked in several ways. Often, works will include multiple
aspects of the sublime, although one aspect tends to be dominant. Some aspects are less successful than others.
In reviewing the following artworks, I'll focus principally on the sublime and will ignore other
significant features of the works. This by no means implies these different aspects are unimportant, but instead, they are outside the focus of this essay. Also, there are many artists I've
not included, such as Mona Hatoum, James Turrell, Ed Atkins, Bill Viola, Glenn Brown, Ann
Hamilton, Anselm Kiefer, Idris Kahn, Rachel Kneebone and many others. This isn't a value
judgement on these works. Instead, the works selected emphasise one or two critical points of
the sublime, that these other artist's works overlap or duplicate. In some cases, the works
omitted are more interesting from a sublime viewpoint than some of the works discussed below. Additionally, my focus is principally on sculpture as this has more significant challenges
for the artist in expressing the sublime and also aligns more closely with my practice.

Figure 7 - Anish Kapoor, Marsyas, 2002. Installation view at Tate Modern.

Anish Kapoor's Marsyas (Fig. 7) is a good starting point in looking at present-day works that
utilise the sublime. 38 In speaking about this work, Kapoor states:
It is important that you can never get a view of the whole piece. It is jammed into
the building so as to not allow anything but a partial view. The work must maintain

38 Anish Kapoor’s Marsyas is a site-specific sculpture installed in the Turbine Hall of the Tate Modern Gallery in
London from 2002-2003. The work is made from PVC and steel and fills the 150-metre long space. See exhibition information on Tate website. <https://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-modern/exhibition/unilever-series/unilever-series-anish-kapoor-marsyas> [accessed 18 April 2020].
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its mystery and never reveal its plan. Perhaps then it becomes unobtainable. I want
to make things that remain secret.39
This work is sublime in the literal Burkean sense by its large visual dimension and its vast
size. Burke describes how a large visual dimension requires the viewer to scan the object and
piece together multiple images.40 This parallels almost exactly with Kapoor's stated intention
above of only allowing the viewer a partial view. Similarly, Burke notes that greatness of dimension is a 'powerful cause of the sublime', so much so that it is so evident that no illustration is required.41 Marsyas fills the volume of the Turbine Hall. One senses that Kapoor
seeks to instil a sense of the sublime by the large scale relative to the existing building.
Marsyas is a literal application of sublime intentions. It inspires the sublime on a technological level, i.e., the sheer engineering feat of accomplishing something of that scale, and it is
sublime by its 'greatness of dimension' relative to both its environment and the viewer. By
making the work non-comprehensible from a single vantage point increases the sense of
boundlessness, that in turn amplifies its sublimity.
However, the work falls short of what the sublime can offer. While the work inspires awe and
admiration, it does not induce a Kantian element of self-reflection. The viewer comprehends
the intention, if not the full scale, of Marsyas in an instant. The work is a literal interpretation of the sublime without the depth and richness one sees in other works. As will be seen in
some of the following works, the viewer oscillates between grasping and not grasping the
work, which is a much more subtle and vibrant experience.

Figure 8 - Walter De Maria, The Lightning Field, 1977.

39 Quote obtained from Anish Kapoor’s website, <http://anishkapoor.com/156/marsyas-3> [accessed 18 April
2020].
40 Edmund Burke, (author), and Adam Phillips (ed.), A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the
Sublime and Beautiful (Oxford University Press, 1990), pp. 124-5.
41 Ibid., p. 66.
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Figure 9 (l) / Figure 10 (r) - Walter De Maria, The Lightning Field, 1977.

The Lightning Field by Walter De Maria (Figs 8-10) is a land art installation constructed in
1977. The work is an installation of 400 stainless steel poles set 220 feet (67 m) apart in an
array of 1 mile (1.6 km) x 1 kilometre. The poles are of varying height to suit a slightly undulating terrain so that the tops of the poles are at precisely the same level. The location is a
remote desert area in New Mexico that is prone to lightning storms. The work intends to attract lightning strikes.42
Lightning Field invokes many of the same sublime emotions that the JMW Turner and Friedrich paintings invoke, but it does this with a physical installation. The natural sublime with
a degree of terror (at least during a lighting storm), albeit from a place of safety, is invoked.
For Burke, this would be sublime to its highest degree."43 Definable limits on a work detract
from its sublimity. Lightning Field circumvents this restriction by its sheer scale. De Maria
notes it takes nearly 2 hours to walk around the installation.44 This gives a feeling of boundlessness to the work.
The isolation of the work and the strict limitation on the number of viewers is critical. 45 This
creates an atmosphere of contemplative reflection in the mind of the viewer.
Another sublime contributing factor is the absolute precision in the layout of the poles with
their dead-level top surface. This has some similarities with the single-minded use of multiple
Styrofoam cups in Tara Donovan's installation and in Doris Salcedo's mind-numbing and meticulous application of human hair to her piece (both works discussed later). The absolute
precision is subtly unsettling and causes the viewer to oscillate in their comprehension and
non-comprehension of the work.

42 Walter De Maria, ‘The Lightning Field: Some Facts, Notes, Data, Information, Statistics, and Statements’, in
Artforum 18, no. 8 [New York: Artforum International Magazine, April 1980], <https://www.artforum.com/print/198004/the-lightning-field-35819> [accessed 06 April 2020]
43 Edmund Burke, in writing about the natural sublime postulated that the passion which operates the most powerfully “is Astonishment, and astonishment is that state of the soul, in which its motions are suspended, with some
degree of horror . . . Astonishment . . . is the effect of the sublime in its highest degree.” See Edmund Burke, (author), and Adam Phillips (ed.), A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful
(Oxford University Press, 1990), p. 53.
44 Walter De Maria, ‘The Lightning Field: Some Facts, Notes, Data, Information, Statistics, and Statements’, in
Artforum 18, no. 8 [New York: Artforum International Magazine, April 1980], <https://www.artforum.com/print/198004/the-lightning-field-35819> [accessed 06 April 2020]
45 Ibid.
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This work is arguably most successful when viewed in a lighting storm. In these conditions,
the work partially spans the divide between the sensible and the supersensible. The lightning
is an unlimited and boundless object that continually engages and disengages with the static
metal poles. The mental effect of comprehending this is a presentation in one's mind. This
presentation, borrowing from Jean-Luc Nancy, is not a presentation of an object but is the pure
sensation - a presentation of nothingness.46

Figure 11 - Olafur Eliasson, The Weather Project, 2003. Installation view at the Tate
Modern, London.

The Weather Project, by Olafur Eliasson (Fig. 11) illustrates some of the difficulties in representing the sublime in artworks. Like Anish Kapoor's work previously discussed, the work was
in the vast Turbine Hall of the Tate Modern. The installation featured what appeared to be the
sun, created with about 200 yellow mono-frequency lamps in a semi-circle creating an illusion

46

Jean-Luc Nancy, in ‘The Sublime Offering’, in A Finite Thinking, Cultural Memory in the Present, ed. by Simon
Sparks, (California, Stanford University Press, 2003), p. 237.
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of a full circle by a plane of reflective foil mounted on the ceiling. Additionally, there was a
cloud of mist created by machine.47
The Weather Project exploits the enormous scale of the space, and in fact, doubles the apparent
height by the use of a reflective ceiling. Low lighting and the obscuring mist that makes it
difficult to perceive the boundaries of the space enhances the sense of scale. The work engenders a reflective contemplation by the viewer, and the vision of the half sun and environment
reflected creates a subtle disquiet in the mind of the spectator. To the extent possible with an
interior installation, this work comes closest to achieve sublimity based purely on the physical
vastness and giving an illusion of boundlessness.
While the work does invoke the sublime, there are rhetorical references to the sublime that are
less effective. Like Kapoor's Marsyas, the work involves an element of spectacle, but the spectacle has a feeling of emptiness. Guy Debord suggests that a modern capitalist society prefers
the sign instead of the thing signified and that the spectacle is both a result and goal of the
dominant mode of production.48 The spectacle aims at nothing other than itself.49 The significant corporate sponsorship and the seeming desire of the Tate Modern to produce 'blockbuster' exhibitions no doubt is a contributing factor to a somewhat tarnished result.

Figure 12 - Luc Tuymans, Gaskamer (Gas Chamber), 1986.

Luc Tuyman's watercolour (Fig. 12) is, at first appearance, mundane and banal. While the
colours are muted and sombre, there is nothing inherent in the painting that invokes the sublime. Notice the painting's title, Gaskamer (Gas Chamber) however, and our perception immediately changes. The title makes an unmistakable reference to the Nazi death chambers of

47 Marcella Beccaria, and Ólafur Elíasson, Olafur Eliasson: OE, Modern Artists (London : New York: Tate Publishing, 2013), p. 70.
48 Guy Debord, (author), Ken Knabb (translator), The Society of the Spectacle (London: Rebel Press, 2005), pp.
6-8.
49 Ibid., p. 10.
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World War II and the Holocaust with the execution of more than 11 million people.50 With this
background in one's mind, the viewer feels a palpable sense of dread that physically grabs the
pit of one's stomach. This widespread feeling is exemplified by Theodor Adorno, who in 1951
famously said, "There can be no poetry after Auschwitz."51 The sublime emotions evoked are
the Burkean sublime elements of horror, terror and death.
What is of particular interest is the impact that the title and the associated cultural references
have on the viewer. Were this artwork produced before the Holocaust, it would have nowhere
near the resonance that it gives us today. Similarly, when the Holocaust passes from living
memory, there may still be a resonance for the viewer, but it will be of lesser intensity. The
emotions aroused in future might be similar to those emotions evoked today by the atrocities
of the Napoleonic Wars.
The critical point is the sublime experience of Gaskamer is due to its specific cultural association. The Holocaust is a hyperobject which is so vast that it is outside of our comprehension.
However, this on its own, doesn't make a hyperobject sublime. The artwork acts as a bridge
between the viewer and the hyperobject/Holocaust. It does this in a way that disrupts the
viewer so that they register the hyperobject, but the hyperobject is never attainable. The viewer
oscillates between grasping/not grasping, moving beyond representation towards presentation, but a presentation of what exactly? A presentation of nothingness. A presentation of the
void. A presentation of nothingness you can't reach.

Figure 13 - Doris Salcedo, Unland: audible in the mouth, 1998.

50 Ina R. Friedman, The Other Victims of the Nazis, National Council for Social Studies, (Date unknown)
<https://www.socialstudies.org/sites/default/files/publications/se/5906/590606.html> [accessed 11 April 2020]
51 Theodor Adorno quote obtained from <https://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/Theodor_Adorno> [accessed 11 April
2020]

16

Figure 14 (l) – Doris Salcedo, Unland: audible in the mouth, 1998, Detail.
Figure 15 (r)– Ibid., Detail.

Doris Salcedo's Unland: audible in the mouth (Fig. 13-15) has a similarity with Gaskamer in
that it references human atrocities, in this case, the mass civilian murders as recounted by
the families of victims of the civil war in Colombia.52 Unland consists of 2 halves of different
tables deliberately joined together roughly. The tables show signs of everyday use. Significantly, the tables have a pattern of human hair and thread (Fig 14) sewn into an immense
number of small holes. The process is slow and painstaking.53
Part of the sublime emotional power of Unland is bringing its cultural association into the
mind of the viewer. With Gaskamer, the allusion is obvious, once one knows the title of the
work. With Unland, the connection is indirect. Something more is going on that enhances
the sublimity. The combination of materials – human hair, thread, and an everyday object
such as a table are unusual, and the mixture is unsettling. The perceivable immense amount
of effort required to install the hair and thread also is disturbing. The hair gives the work an
anthropomorphic quality which contraposes the inanimate table object. The fact that two
different tables combine to make a disjointed table is also disquieting. Salcedo has said "if
somebody that is close to you or if somebody that you love has been killed then your life is
distorted. It hasn't ended … and you have to go on with the distortion."54
Unland has, as its basis, a sense of emptiness and loss, of mourning for the thing that is not
there. Slavoj Žižek touches upon this aspect of the sublime in his analysis of Lacanian psychology. Žižek postulates that nothing is intrinsically sublime, but an everyday object (e.g., a
table in Salcedo's case) that "quite by chance, finds itself occupying the place . . . [of] das
Ding . . . it is a sacred/forbidden place . . . that confers on it its sublimity."55 It is her manipulation of the everyday object – the table, through the disparate joining, by the laborious insertion of human hair and thread, that removes the table from an interpretation of ordinariness. It makes the viewer ponder why the table is manipulated in this manner and gives the
work a sense of sacredness. It takes the viewer into a sacred/forbidden place. This adds to
the works sublimity, and it makes the physical object more than just a bridge to a cultural association.
Similarly, as with Gaskamer, the human atrocities referenced in Unland is a hyperobject beyond comprehension. It is Salcedo's unsettling disruptions that bridge the gap of the sensible
world to the supersensible. The viewer reaches a state being at the edge of nothingness.

52 Tanya Barson, ‘Unland: The Place of Testimony’, in Tate Papers, no.1, Spring 2004,
<https://www.tate.org.uk/research/publications/tate-papers/01/unland-the-place-of-testimony> [accessed 19
April 2020].
53 Ibid.
54 Doris Salcedo as quoted in ibid.
55 Slavoj Žižek, The Sublime Object of Ideology, Phronesis (London; New York: Verso, 1989), p. 194.
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Figure 16 – Cornelia Parker, Cold Dark Matter: An Exploded View, 1991.
Figure 17 - Ibid., Documentation photos of the shed explosion.

Cold Dark Matter: An Exploded View by Cornelia Parker (Figs 16 and 17) takes a different
approach to the sublime than the Tuymans or Salcedo works. Cold Dark Matter is an installation work comprised of an exploded garden shed and its contents. The exploded, and
charred contents range from tools to children's toys, and some are from the artist with personal significance. Suspended from wires are the exploded fragments, and there is a single
200-watt lightbulb in the centre that provides illumination in the room, thereby casting shadows of the pieces on the walls, floors, and ceiling.56
Cold Dark Matter is as an explosion captured mid-sequence. There is incredible randomness
generated from the explosion that is countered by a very deliberate, methodical and rational
reconstruction of the pieces by suspending them from hundreds of wires. These two forces
continually oscillate in the artwork.57 The reflections enhance the sublimity of the work as
the shadow of an object oscillates with the object itself, which in turn is a re-presented element from everyday life set in a Duchampian alternative setting. The components of the
56 The Story of Cold Dark Matter (date unkown) <https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/parker-cold-dark-matter-an-exploded-view-t06949/story-cold-dark-matter> [accessed 09 April 2020]
57 I am indebted to the the observations of Paul Crowther in speaking about this work who notes that the spectator occupies a space between cohesion and resolution. Paul Crowther, "The Postmodern Sublime - Installation
and Assemblage Art", in Contemporary Sublime: Sensibilities of Transcendence: Art and Design Profile 40, ed.
by Paul Crowther (London: Leicester University Press, 1995), pp. 14-15.
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work are 'found' objects and have a direct connection back to the post-WW II English life of a
garden shed and its typical contents. However, the presentation of the objects removes them
from their everyday interpretation. The (re)presentation approaches the surreal, and this
surreal interpretation is continually oscillating with the traditional understanding of the
found objects.
While cultural associations are visibly present in Cold Dark Matter, they play a less significant role than in either the Tuymans or Salcedo piece. Instead, the sublimity is generated by
how everyday objects are (re)presented. The Salcedo work also (re)presents everyday objects, but in a way that produces unease and disquiet. In contrast, Parker's work provides
something calmer, despite the installation being an explosion represented in mid-sequence.
Rodolphe Gasché in developing upon Kant's view of the sublime puts forward an interpretation that fits well with Cold Dark Matter. He states that
. . . the feeling of the sublime, along with the complex satisfaction it brings . . . is the
satisfaction of being able to apprehend in one representation that which defies objectification in the first place, that which is definitely adverse to form as such . . . In
the sublime, the mind secures a minimal (or mere) apprehension of the boundless
formlessness of certain objects of nature by adding the undetermined rational idea
of totality to these representations.58
The contained explosion of Cold Dark Matter suggests a boundlessness and formlessness,
which, if it were not an instant in time of the explosion, would be boundless and formless.
The cast shadows further blur the line between form and formlessness and object and sensation. The viewer can form a totality in the sense that the elements of the work, i.e., pieces of
a shed and objects of everyday use, can be comprehended. However, and more importantly
for the feeling of the sublime, there is something about the work that can't be fully grasped or
understood. The grasping/not grasping oscillates in the viewer's mind. This indeterminate
point of oscillation is not a representation or presentation of everyday objects. Instead, this
indeterminate point is a state of mind of a nothingness. The presentation of nothing. The
sublime.

58 Rodolphe Gasché, The Idea of Form: Rethinking Kant’s Aesthetics, Cultural Memory in the Present (Stanford,
Calif: Stanford University Press, 2003), p. 127.
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Figure 18 - Robert Irwin, Slant/Light/Volume, 1971/2009, Synthetic fabric, fluorescent lights, wood, floodlights. Installation view at the Walker Art Center, 6 August
2009–21 November 2010.

Robert Irwin's Slant/Light/Volume (Fig. 18) is a site-specific installation piece initially commissioned as part of the opening of the Walker Art Center in 1971. The work consists of simple elements – the gallery space, fabric, and lights.59
The work has similarities with Barnet Newman's Vir Heroicus Sublimis in that both are abstract with no specific references to other elements such as the ocean, ships in distress, or gas
chambers as we have seen in earlier examples. Vir Heroicus Sublimis presents Newman's
vision of the sublime, but there is no dialectical tension. The viewer needs to be able to accept the sublime as a 'readymade' object, and from this point have contemplation.
Slant/Light/Volume works differently. It presents a dialectical tension between the elements
of the installation as well as with the viewer. It is this tension that propels the work to the
realm of the sublime.
Immanuel Kant himself might have written the catalogue introduction for Slant/Light/Volume when he wrote:
Two things fill the mind with ever new and increasing admiration and reverence . . .
the starry heavens above me and the moral law within me . . . The first begins from
the place I occupy in the external world of the sense and extends the connection in
which I stand into an unbounded magnitude with worlds upon worlds and systems
of systems . . . The second begins from my invisible self, my personality, and presents me in a world which has true infinity but which can be discovered only by the
understanding.60
Slant/Light/Volume is a meticulously calibrated work. One senses that Irwin subtracted, reduced, and pared down the work to almost present an 'unpresentable gestalt'. The
59 The image shown above is from 2009, the 4th incarnation of this work, built within the original Friedman gallery space at the Walker Art Center. See Julia Caniglia, “Robert Irwin's Walker Installation: Were You There in
1971?”, in Walker Art Museum Sightlines (2010) <https://walkerart.org/magazine/robert-irwins-walker-installation-were-you-there-in-71> [accessed 13 April 2020].
60 Kant as quoted in Melissa Merritt, The Sublime – The Philosophy of Immanuel Kant (Cambridge University
Press, 2018), p. 76.
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minimalist, pared-down installation offers little distraction. The fabric scrim and back-lighting suggest boundlessness and formlessness, and in part because of the otherwise darkened
space become the central focus of the viewer's concentration. The work oscillates between
the graspable and ungraspable. Like the myth of Tantalus who stood in a pool of water whose
level receded when he tried to drink from it, so does Slant/Light/Volume elude the viewer's
full grasp when he/she attempts to comprehend it.
Slant/Light/Volume and The Weather Project are both immersive installations. The later
work, as previously mentioned, has spectacle as part of the route to the sublime. By route, I
mean in the Burkean sense of shock, immensity, and awe. This is a rhetorical application of
the sublime compared to Slant/Light/Volume that does not employ the rhetoric of the sublime. As such, Slant/Light/Volume is a more forceful, more convincing, and more successful
piece of work.

Figure 19 - Tara Donavan, Untitled (Styrofoam Cups), 2003/2008.
Figure 20 – Ibid., Detail.
Tara Donovan's Untitled (Styrofoam Cups) (Fig. 19-20) exhibits a different aspect of the sublime. As its name suggests, the work is made only from Styrofoam cups that are hot-glued
together.61 The material of the sculpture is more culturally neutral compared to the materials
used in the Doris Salcedo and Cornelia Parker works. The Salcedo work, for example, references civil war atrocities, whereas the Donovan piece doesn't reference anything specific. All
materials have a social or cultural connotation, but in this work, it is not central to the interpretation of the work.
The organic shape evokes a natural form, but at the same time, the work is not about nature
It faintly echoes elements of the natural sublime where the grandeur or awe of a natural setting could invoke a Burkean sense of the sublime.
What is most relevant about this work is the way it transcends its materials to invoke a visceral and phenomenological reaction, and how it does this. It does this by continuous repetition of a single, simple object. Similar to Salcedo's Unland, there is a mind-numbing and
painstaking amount of visible effort required to assemble the piece. This on its own doesn't
confer sublimity, but it is a substantial contributing factor. The viewer is unable to comprehend the number of units comprising the work, and this gives a feeling of limitless and
61 See list of works in Donovan, Tara, Nicholas Baume, Jen Mergel, and Lawrence Weschler. Tara Donovan, 1st
ed (New York : Boston: Monacelli Press ; Institute of Contemporary Art, 2008), p. 136.
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boundlessness. There is additionally a surreal and uncanny aspect in that something so organic, vibrant, and energised emanates from something as mundane as a plastic cup.
All artworks that reach the sublime transcend their materials, although they transcend in different ways. In Untitled (Styrofoam Cups) the viewer's mind oscillates around the vast repetition of discreet objects without the viewer being able to comprehend it. The comprehension
of the form as an entirety vibrates against the apparent boundlessness of its parts. It is this
mental frisson, on the edge of comprehension/non-comprehension that gives the work its
sublimity.

Figure 21 / Figure 22 / Figure 23 - Damien Hirst, A Thousand Years, 1990.

A sublime reaction, but of a different sort, is experienced with Damien Hirst's A Thousand
Years (Figs. 21 - 23). It is a large vitrine containing a severed cow's head, maggots, flies, and
an electrocuting insect screen. The piece also includes a large die with each face inscribed
with a single dot.62
Hirst has said, "There has only ever been one idea, and it's the fear of death; art is about the
fear of death."63 Edmund Burke would have agreed. Burke noted that terror and pain
62 From artist’s website, <http://www.damienhirst.com/a-thousand-years>, [accessed 20 April 2020].
63 Damien Hirst as quoted in "1990: Hans Ulrich Obrist Explains Why Damien Hirst's "A Thousand Years"
Stopped Francis Bacon in His Tracks", in Artspace, <https://www.artspace.com/magazine/art_101/art-in-the90s/1990-the-reasons-why-damien-hirsts-a-thousand-years-stopped-francis-bacon-in-his-tracks-55452> [accessed 20 April 2020]
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produce the strongest emotions, i.e., the sublime, of which the mind is capable. He further
notes that death is the most potent form of pain and terror.64 A Thousand Years demonstrates the full cycle of life and death. The cow's skull has embedded larvae that hatch into
flies. They then fly, with seeming freedom within the vitrine, until they meet their demise at
the hands of an electrocuting insect screen. Hans Ulrich Obrist observed that the flies appear
to have total freedom, but are constrained by an inevitable fatal ending. He further notes the
placement of the large die with a single dot on each face signifying that one cannot win.65
The work is direct, literal, and visceral. From a position of safety, the viewer observes the cycle of life and death, and by extension places him/herself in this cycle. The viewer has a direct sensation of their mortality. But is this sublimity? It is undoubtedly the formula of the
Burkean sublime, but here the sublime mixes with abjection.
Rina Arya succinctly describes the abject:
The abject hovers at the boundary of what is assimilable, thinkable . . . but is itself
unassimilable. . . It is the 'other' that comes from within . . . that we have to reject
and expel in order to protect our boundaries. We are unable to rid ourselves of it
completely and it continues to haunt our being.66
She further notes the sublime as an upward trajectory as opposed to the downward trajectory
of the abject.67 For her, the abject instils horror and disgust, and the sublime elevates.68
The abject is similar to the sublime in that it is at the boundary of what is assimilable, but
where it deviates from the sublime is the mental reaction it induces. Rodolphe Gasché, in developing from Kant's idea of sublime, offers a useful insight. He suggests that boundless
chaos is not sufficient to suggest sublimity. Instead, it must be such it allows thinking to add
a totality to it. The boundless formlessness must have the form of a whole for it to be sublime.69 A Thousand Years is in the realm of Gasché’s boundless chaos, but the abjection pulls
the viewer away from a view of totality to one of disgust and rejection.
Are Tuyman’s Gaskamer and Salcedo’s Unland more sublime than Hirst’s A Thousand
Years? I argue that they are—all reference incomprehensible horrors, the Holocaust, widescale civilian murders, and death, respectively. The difference is that Tuymans and Salcedo
subtly bring the viewer to the edge of the abyss, where they hover at the border of comprehension and non-comprehension of something beyond themselves. The abjection of A Thousand Years upsets this delicate balance and detracts from the sublimity.
A Thousand Years also makes a direct connection to the rhetoric of the sublime. The assumption behind the work is that by literally presenting death that it will invoke the sublime.
Despite being a radically different work, this is strangely similar to Newman’s Vir Heroicus
Sublimis. Both show an ‘image’ of the sublime assuming that this image is a sufficient

64 Edmund Burke, (author), and Adam Phillips (ed.), A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the
Sublime and Beautiful (Oxford University Press, 1990), p. 36.
65 "1990: Hans Ulrich Obrist Explains Why Damien Hirst's "A Thousand Years" Stopped Francis Bacon in His
Tracks", in Artspace, <https://www.artspace.com/magazine/art_101/art-in-the-90s/1990-the-reasons-why-damien-hirsts-a-thousand-years-stopped-francis-bacon-in-his-tracks-55452> [accessed 20 April 2020]
66 Rina Arya, Abjection and Representation: An Exploration of Abjection in the Visual Arts, Film and Literature
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), p. 4.
67 Ibid. p 6.
68 Ibid. p 6.
69 Rodolphe Gasché, The Idea of Form: Rethinking Kant’s Aesthetics, Cultural Memory in the Present (Stanford,
Calif: Stanford University Press, 2003), pp. 123-124.
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manifestation, and there is less emphasis on changing the state of mind of the viewer to be in
that sacred/forbidden place which in Kantian terms would be an attunement of the mind.70
A Thousand Years also makes another rhetorical flourish that in part is meant to invoke the
sublime, at least in the Burkean sense. The work deliberately sets out to shock the viewer and
to provide a spectacle. While Kapoor’s Marsyas is not abject, it is similar in terms of the intent of the spectacular. The elements of the spectacular in both installations detract from the
evocation of sublimity.
Notwithstanding the above, A Thousand Years, almost despite itself, does invoke a small element of the sublime. It requires the viewer to comprehend and to overlook the rhetorical
flourishes of abjection, image and spectacle. Underneath all that, there is a kernel of the sublime.

Figure 24 – Burning Man. Burning of the Man at the Burning Man Festival, Black
Rock Desert, Nevada, 31 August 2013.

In several of the works discussed, there have been elements of the spectacular, i.e., in the
works by Kapoor, Eliasson, and Hirst. However, these works are not spectacular in a participatory sense, unlike an event such as the Burning Man Festival whose ethos is group participation leading to a sublime collective experience. The event culminates in a celebration entitled 'Burning of the Man' (Fig. 24).
I contend that in our present age, the spectacle involving group participation has become one
form of manifestation of the sublime. These group events have parallels with the religious
sublime that we saw referenced in Caspar David Friedrich’s work. The spectacle now replaces the symbology of that former age.
According to its organisers, Burning Man is a "vibrant participatory metropolis generated by
its citizens."71 The goal is "to generate [a] society that connects each individual to his or her
creative powers, to participation in the community, to the larger realm of civic life, and to the
70 Melissa Merritt, The Sublime – The Philosophy of Immanuel Kant (Cambridge University Press, 2018), p. 50.
71 Quote from <https://burningman.org/event/> [accessed 25 April 2020].
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even greater world of nature that exists beyond society . . . We believe that the experience of
Burning Man can produce positive spiritual change in the world."72
As an artwork, Burning Man has its roots in 'Happenings' dating from the 1950s and 60s.73
The participation of the spectator was part of the artwork. Burning Man, however, goes beyond
this creating a spectacle involving the participants in a modern-day sublime experience.
The participants of Burning Man are predominately white, middle-class, and financially comfortable.74 They are participants in, and beneficiaries of the capitalistic system.
Guy Debord postulates that:
The spectacle presents itself simultaneously as society itself, as a part of society, and
as a means of unification. As a part of society, it is the focal point of all vision and all
consciousness . . . it is in reality the domain of delusion and false consciousness . . .
The spectacle is not a collection of images; it is a social relation between people that
is mediated by images.75
Debord further contends that the spectacle is a visual reflection of the ruling economic order.76
What we are seeing at Burning Man has similarities with the religious sublime, but it is fundamentally different. The religious sublime invoked a transcendence in the participant to
join in a unity of a higher order. The capitalistic sublime/spectacle is a spectacle built on
emptiness. It is a spectacle for spectacle’s sake. There is also a Burkean element of the sublime in the spectacle. It contains shock, awe, and astonishment and is a rhetorical manifestation on a grand scale of society’s capacity of production. It has parallels in Thorstein Veblen’s
analysis of conspicuous consumption in the early part of the twentieth century.
But is it sublime?
I contend that the spectacle has some appearances of the sublime, but that it is, in fact, the
rhetoric of the sublime. It is not reflective. What is missing is the mental oscillation between
the comprehensible/incomprehensible, the being at the edge of the boundless, and the Kantian attunement of the mind.

72 Ibid.
73 Art term of ‘Happening’ defined by the Tate Gallery, <https://www.tate.org.uk/art/art-terms/h/happening>
[accessed 25 April 2020].
74 The attendance of the Burning Man is predominately white with only a handful of minorities. The average income of attendees is more than £65,000 per year. <https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-7302645/Burning-Man-census-reveals-average-burner-35-male-white-worth-65K.html> [accessed 25 April 2020]
75 Guy Debord, (author), Ken Knabb (translator), The Society of the Spectacle (London: Rebel Press, 2005), p. 7.
76 Ibid. p. 10.
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TOWARDS A CONTEMPORARY SUBLIME
Analysis
As a definition of a contemporary sublime, I particularly favour two interpretations, that of
Rodolphe Gasché and of Jean-Luc Nancy. While touched on in the introduction, it is worth
quoting these at length as reference points. Gasché writes:
In the case of a judgement upon the sublime . . . no definite rational concepts are involved . . . Even though it defies the power of presentation . . . the boundless formlessness that excites the feeling of sublimity allows itself to be apprehended. Indeed, the
feeling of the sublime, along with the complex satisfaction that it brings . . . is the satisfaction of being able to apprehend in one representation that which defies objectification in the first place . . . In the sublime, the mind secures a minimal (or mere) apprehension of the boundless formlessness . . . by adding the undetermined rational
idea of totality to these representations.77
And onto this I'd add Jean-Luc Nancy's analysis:
In the sublime, it is not a matter of the presentation or nonpresentation of the infinite
. . . Rather, it is a matter . . . of the movement of the unlimited, or more exactly, of the
"the unlimitiation" that takes place on the border of the limit, and thus on the border
of presentation. . . . The unlimited begins on the external border of the limit: and it
does nothing but begin, never to finish . . . it is the infinity of a beginning.78
As noted in the introduction, several post-structuralist philosophers, including Gasché and
Nancy, took a renewed interest in the sublime. What particularly interested them was whether
the sensible and supersensible could be bridged. This was a question posed, but not fully answered by Kant. While the post-structuralist views are impressive as philosophical debates,
they didn’t concern themselves with how this would work in concrete terms with an actual
work of art, particularly with an art that has a material presence such as sculpture. Several of
the examples shown in this essay demonstrate that it is possible to bridge the sensible and the
supersensible.
The next question that arises is, how does this bridge work? To reach the sublime, the viewer
needs to transcend the materials of the artwork. This transcendence is towards a mental state
that, as Nancy states above, “is on the border of the limit”. It is this hovering or oscillation that
causes the sublime, and the materiality/sensibility is only one of several tools towards getting
there.
Once the viewer “is on the border of the limit” what is there? From the essay examples, it’s
clear that representation is not what leads to sublimity. The Burkean view held this to be the
case. We’ve seen in the present day where this approach leads to a rhetoric of the sublime. It
follows that the border state is one of presentation. But what is being presented? I think Nancy
describes it very well when he says:

77 Rodolphe Gasché, The Idea of Form: Rethinking Kant’s Aesthetics, Cultural Memory in the Present (Stanford,
Calif: Stanford University Press, 2003), p. 127.
78 Jean-Luc Nancy, in ‘The Sublime Offering’, in A Finite Thinking, Cultural Memory in the Present, ed. by Simon Sparks, (California, Stanford University Press, 2003), pp. 222-3.
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… presentation does indeed take place but that it does not present anything . . . Pure
presentation . . . or presentation of the totality presents nothing at all . . . it presents
nothing or the nothing . . . it presents the nonpresentable.79
The concept itself almost borders on the incomprehensible. Thinking about the Robert Irwin,
Tara Donovan, and Doris Salcedo examples, they all start from very different places. They all,
however, produce a mental oscillation that is similar, but that oscillation doesn’t reference the
starting point of the artworks.
The thinking around the sublime has changed over time. We saw from the introduction that
for Longinus, the sublime lay in literature. For Edmund Burke, it was terror, awe, astonishment, and the vastness of nature that induced the sublime. For Burke, the sublime could be
represented, and this representation would induce the sublime. For Kant, nothing was inherently sublime; instead, it was, as Hamlet would say, only “thinking [that] makes it so.” The
sublime, however for Kant, was based on nature80. Nancy and Gasché went beyond Kant to
say that sublimity itself was purely a state of mind and not attributable to objects. 81 Hamlet
would further exemplify this indefinable state on the border of comprehension in his soliloquy
above by noting that a “dream itself is but a shadow”.82
As an artist searching for the sublime, how one thinks about the sublime can be important —
the way of thinking influences how one creates an artwork. We saw that Barnett Newman
believed in the direct representation of the sublime, and for him, his paintings were a direct
manifestation of this emotion. We saw that Anish Kapoor believed in a Burkean view of the
sublime and that the literal invocation of astonishment and awe were sufficient sublime attributes. We see in Doris Salcedo’s work the idea of the sublime being an indirect state of mind
achieved by subtly disrupting the viewer using everyday objects. My impression of Tara Donovan is that she doesn’t have a stated view of the sublime. Instead, she intuitively understands
the mental sensation of the sublime, and by trial and error, creates work relative to that affect.
While the thinking around the sublime has changed, I contend that the underlying essence of
the sublime experience remains unchanged. How one gets to the sublime experience changes
over time and is in part contingent on cultural factors. For example, at the time of Friedrich’s
Monk by the Sea, the religious sublime and the natural sublime were in vogue. With this mindset, someone then looking at, say, Niagara Falls, might have had a genuine sublime experience
whereas in the present day someone would have a different experience. In thinking of Edmund
Burke and his view of the sublime, the visit to Niagara Falls in his day would have been sublime.
What Burke perhaps failed to realise was that the interpretation of the viewer is not constant
over time and that his prescriptive-based approach to the sublime was not therefore universal.
The modernist view of the sublime, as espoused by artists such as Barnett Newman, has similarities to Edmund Burke and Niagara Falls. In Newman’s day, for some people, Vir Heroicus
Sublimis would indeed be a manifestation of the sublime. However, like Niagara Falls, the
interpretation of this is not universal and will change over time.

79

Jean-Luc Nancy, in ‘The Sublime Offering’, in A Finite Thinking, Cultural Memory in the Present, ed. by Simon
Sparks, (California, Stanford University Press, 2003), p. 237.
80 Paul Crowther, "The Postmodern Sublime - Installation and Assemblage Art", in Contemporary Sublime: Sensibilities of Transcendence: Art and Design Profile 40, ed. by Paul Crowther (London: Leicester University Press,
1995), p. 11.
81 Rodolphe Gasché, The Idea of Form: Rethinking Kant’s Aesthetics, Cultural Memory in the Present (Stanford,
Calif: Stanford University Press, 2003), p. 90.
82 William Shakespeare, Hamlet (c. 1599) <https://www.sparknotes.com/nofear/shakespeare/hamlet/page_106/> [accessed 26 April 2020]
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As noted in the introduction, modernists and post-structuralist philosophers both agreed that
the basis of the sublime was the unpresentable, but the later argued for contingency and multiplicity. The modernist view of a grand narrative with a universal interpretation is more workable for the artist. If one understands this narrative, then timeless works of art can be made.
Unfortunately, I’ve argued in this essay for a more contingent approach to the sublime which
becomes much harder for the artist. As mentioned previously, some of the examples shown in
this essay demonstrate that it is possible to bridge the sensible and supersensible with materially-based sculpture. I’ve also argued that the essential sensation of the sublime is universal.
What becomes harder for the artist is the contingent nature of interpretation and how one
reaches the sublime. The sublime is not an aesthetic experience based on a consistent view of
beauty. While I don’t think there are universals, I believe that more phenomenologically-based
sensations compared to culturally-based interpretations will be more stable and consistent
over time.
We’ve seen the example of a hyperobject in Gaskamer. The artwork invoked the Holocaust,
but it indirectly did this. The hyperobject, e.g., the Holocaust, is not inherently sublime, but it
is possible to link this in the mind of the viewer to achieve a sublime sensation. One can further
argue that the interpretations of a hyperobject are more sensitive to change over time. In other
words, there seems to be a heavy cultural loading of meaning in the hyperobject.
We have also looked at abjection in A Thousand Years. Abjection shares with the sublime the
hovering on the border between the comprehensible and the incomprehensible. Where they
differ is that the sublime adds the idea, per Gasché, of “the undetermined rational idea of totality to these representations”.83 The abject, on the other hand, goes in a very different direction towards repulsion and disgust.
I have been critical in this essay over several artworks that display what I call the rhetoric of
the sublime rather than invoke the sublime emotion. Whether intentional or not, the rhetorical
approach assumes that the display of certain aspects, e.g., vast size, technical accomplishment,
or an astonishing spectacle, that this will automatically invoke a sublime reaction. I’ve argued
that this isn’t the case, and it is the Kantian attunement of the mind that results in the sublime
experience.
Finally, we’ve looked at the spectacle and its relationship to the sublime. Taking a cue from
Guy Debord, I’ve argued that the spectacle is a manifestation of a capitalist society’s prodigious
capacity of production and that it was a form of conspicuous consumption. While the spectacle
exhibits the sublime rhetoric of shock, awe, and astonishment, it is empty rhetoric that is an
artificial substitute for the sublime.

Conclusion
The sublime is a crucial element in art. While there has been a renewed philosophical in the
subject, it is mostly absent from present-day artistic practice. I am not arguing against art
whose focus is political or societal. Instead, I think it is possible for art to expresses the sublime to exist in parallel with these other forms of art. This essay demonstrates that it is possible to bridge the sensible and the supersensible. The sublime is only one of several aspects of
the supersensible.

83 Rodolphe Gasché, The Idea of Form: Rethinking Kant’s Aesthetics, Cultural Memory in the Present (Stanford,
Calif: Stanford University Press, 2003), p. 127.
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There is a common misconception that the sublime is nature-based, and connected in some
way to alpine peaks, the Aurora Borealis, boundless oceans, or similar natural phenomena.
I’ve demonstrated that the sublime is a condition of the mind, and while natural phenomena
may invoke it, it is not inherent. I’ve also shown that displaying the rhetoric of the sublime
won’t make a work sublime. The sublime itself I believe is universal, but how one accesses it
is contingent and changing.
There are some gaps and grey areas in the essay. I’ve not touched on the concept of beauty,
and many philosophers, including Kant, feel that beauty and the sublime, while related, are
different and mutually exclusive. I question whether it might be possible for an artwork to be
both beautiful and sublime. Also, I only briefly touched on the idea of the spectacle and its
relationship to the sublime. I think this area is more complex and nuanced than I was able to
analyse in the space available.
There are further areas for research and practice. The sublime is not prescriptive, and there
is no automatic formula to invoke it. As a practising artist, one needs to be aware of the context of the sublime, but more importantly, one must be attuned to the sensation of the sublime. Walter Benjamin’s concept of the dialectical image is interesting in this context and can
possibly be applied to the sublime. In the Arcades project, Benjamin notes
It is not that what is past casts its light on what is present, or what is presents its
light on the past; rather, image is that wherein what been comes together in a flash
with the now to form a constellation . . . For while the relation of the present to the
past is a purely temporal, continuous one, the relation of what-has-been to the now
is dialectical: is s not progression but image, suddenly emergent.84
While Benjamin’s context is different, the ‘suddenly emergent’ is relevant to the sublime.
We’ve seen that the access to the sublime is contingent. Memory plays a role in the sublime
and how this is engaged needs further research. Tuyman’s Gaskamer reaches the sublime in
the way it invokes that memory, or rather in the way it jars or disrupts memory. Similarly,
Parker’s Cold Dark Matter also jars. It seems that the dialectical combinations in these, and
other, artworks are critical for bridging the sensible to the supersensible.
This essay attempts to create a totalising picture of the sublime. It fails, as the sublime is elusive and is something just at the edge of one’s mental grasp. An essay uses words to describe
the unpresentable, and by definition, will fall short.
There is a gap between the theory and the actuality of the sublime. Theory is rational, and
the sublime is not. There is not a natural fit between the two. One can use rationality to analyse around the periphery of the sublime, but the crossing of the periphery requires the supersensible mindset. It requires the artist.

***

84

Walter Benjamin as quoted in Max Pensky, “Method and time: Benjamin’s dialectical images”, in David Ferris
(Ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Walter Benjamin (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), p. 177.
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Gasché, Rodolphe, The Idea of Form: Rethinking Kant's Aesthetics, Cultural Memory in the
Present (Stanford, Calif: Stanford University Press, 2003), Chapters 4 & 5, pp. 89 – 150
Marin, Louis, and Nicolas Poussin, Sublime Poussin, Meridian, Crossing Aesthetics (Stanford, Calif: Stanford University Press, 1999), Chapter 10, pp. 209 – 223
Pensky, Max, “Method and time: Benjamin’s dialectical images”, in David Ferris (Ed.), The
Cambridge Companion to Walter Benjamin (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2004), Chapter 9, pp. 177-198).
Wills, David, "Derrida and aesthetics: Lemming (reframing the abyss)" in Tom Cohen, editor, Jacques Derrida and the Humanities: A Critical Reader (Cambridge University Press,
2002), Chapter 4, pp. 108 - 131.

Articles
Arya, Rina, 'Bill Viola and the Sublime', in The Art of the Sublime, ed. by Nigel Llewellyn and
Christine Riding, (Tate Research Publication, January 2013),
<https://www.tate.org.uk/art/research-publications/the-sublime/rinaarya-bill-viola-andthe-sublime-r1141441> [accessed 04 December 2019]
Barson, Tanya, 'Unland: The Place of Testimony', in Tate Papers, no.1, Spring 2004,
<https://www.tate.org.uk/research/publications/tate-papers/01/unland-the-place-of-testimony> [accessed 19 April 2020]
Bell, Julian, 'Contemporary Art and the Sublime', in The Art of the Sublime, ed. by Nigel
Llewellyn and Christine Riding, (Tate Research Publication, January 2013),
<https://www.tate.org.uk/art/research-publications/the-sublime/julian-bell-contemporaryart-and-the-sublime-r1108499> [accessed 04 December 2019]

34

Crowther, Paul, 'The Kantian Sublime, The Avant-Garde, and the Postmodern', in New Formations, Number 7 Spring 1989, (Lawrence and Wishart, 1989), pp. 67-75 <https://www.academia.edu/14722822/The_Kantian_Sublime_the_Postmodern_and_the_AvantGarde_A_Critique_of_Lyotard> [accessed 04 December 2019]
De Maria, Walter, 'The Lightning Field: Some Facts, Notes, Data, Information, Statistics, and
Statements', in Artforum 18, no. 8 [New York: Artforum International Magazine, April 1980],
<https://www.artforum.com/print/198004/the-lightning-field-35819> [accessed 06 April
2020]
Hamlett, Lydia' Longinus and the Baroque Sublime in Britain' in The Art of the Sublime, ed.
by Nigel Llewellyn and Christine Riding, (Tate Research Publication, January 2013),
<https://www.tate.org.uk/art/research-publications/the-sublime/lydia-hamlett-longinusand-the-baroque-sublime-in-britain-r1108498> [accessed 04 December 2019]
Lacan, Jacques, 'The Subversion of the Subject and the Dialectic of Desire in the Freudian
Unconscious', in Écrits, publisher unknown, <http://mission17.org/documents/SubversionOfTheSubject_LACAN.pdf> [accessed 04 December 2019]
Lyotard, Jean-François, ‘The Sublime and the Avant Garde’ Paragraph, vol. 6, (1985), 1–18,
<www.jstor.org/stable/43151610> [accessed 05 December 2019]
Lyotard, Jean-François, 'Presenting the Unpresentable: The Sublime', in The Sublime, Documents of Contemporary Art, ed. by Simon Morley, (London: Cambridge, Mass: Whitechapel
Gallery; MIT Press, 2010), pp. 130-136
Martin, Timothy D., 'Psychosis and the Sublime in American Art: Rothko and Smithson', in
The Art of the Sublime, ed. by Nigel Llewellyn and Christine Riding, (Tate Research Publication, January 2013), <https://www.tate.org.uk/art/research-publications/the-sublime/timothy-d-martin-psychosis-and-the-sublime-in-american-art-rothko-and-smithson-r1136831>
[accessed 04 December 2019]
McEvilley, Thomas, 'Turned Upside Down and Torn Apart', in The Sublime, Documents of
Contemporary Art, ed. by Simon Morley, (London: Cambridge, Mass: Whitechapel Gallery;
MIT Press, 2010), pp.168-174
Nancy, Jean-Luc, in 'The Sublime Offering', in A Finite Thinking, Cultural Memory in the
Present, ed. by Simon Sparks, (California, Stanford University Press, 2003), pp. 211 – 244
Newman, Barnet, 'The Sublime is Now', in Art in Theory, 1900-2000: An Anthology of
Changing Ideas, 2nd ed, ed. by Charles Harrison and Paul Wood, (Malden, MA: Blackwell
Pub, 2003), pp. 580-582
Partridge, Rebecca, 'Critical Subjectivity and the Metamodern Sublime', in Scaling the Sublime: Art at the Limits of Landscape, ed. by Rebecca Partridge and Nicholas Alfrey (Djanogly
Art Gallery, 2018), pp. 14-23
Riding, Christine, 'Shipwreck, Self-preservation and the Sublime', in The Art of the Sublime,
ed. by Nigel Llewellyn and Christine Riding, (Tate Research Publication, January 2013), <
https://www.tate.org.uk/art/research-publications/the-sublime/christine-riding-shipwreckself-preservation-and-the-sublime-r1133015> [accessed 04 December 2019]
Rosenblum, Robert, 'The Abstract Sublime', in Morley, Simon, ed., The Sublime, Documents
of Contemporary Art, ed. by Simon Morley, (London: Cambridge, Mass: Whitechapel Gallery;
MIT Press, 2010), pp. 108-112

35

Sarafianos, Aris, 'Stubbs, Walpole and Burke: Convulsive Imitation and 'Truth Extorted", in
The Art of the Sublime, ed. by Nigel Llewellyn and Christine Riding, (Tate Research Publication, January 2013), < https://www.tate.org.uk/art/research-publications/the-sublime/arissarafianos-stubbs-walpole-and-burke-convulsive-imitation-and-truth-extorted-r1138672>
[accessed 04 December 2019]
Shaw, Philip, 'Modernism and the Sublime', in The Art of the Sublime, ed. by Nigel Llewellyn
and Christine Riding, (Tate Research Publication, January 2013),
<https://www.tate.org.uk/art/research-publications/thesublime/philip-shaw-modernismand-the-sublime-r1109219> [accessed 04 December 2019]
Shinkle, Eugénie, 'Video Games and the Technological Sublime', in The Art of the Sublime,
ed. by Nigel Llewellyn and Christine Riding, (Tate Research Publication, January 2013),
<https://www.tate.org.uk/art/researchpublications/the-sublime/eugenie-shinkle-videogames-and-the-technological-sublime-r1136830> [accessed 04 December 2019]
Smith, Alison, 'The Sublime in Crisis: Landscape Painting after Turner', in The Art of the
Sublime, ed. by Nigel Llewellyn and Christine Riding, (Tate Research Publication, January
2013), < https://www.tate.org.uk/art/research-publications/the-sublime/alison-smith-thesublime-in-crisis-landscape-painting-after-turner-r1109220> [accessed 04 December 2019]
White, Luke, 'Damien Hirst's Shark: Nature, Capitalism and the Sublime', in The Art of the
Sublime, ed. by Nigel Llewellyn and Christine Riding, (Tate Research Publication, January
2013), <https://www.tate.org.uk/art/research-publications/the-sublime/luke-white-damien-hirsts-shark-nature-capitalism-and-the-sublimer1136828> [accessed 04 December
2019]

Internet Articles
Caniglia, Julia, "Robert Irwin's Walker Installation: Were You There in 1971?", in Walker Art
Museum Sightlines (2010) <https://walkerart.org/magazine/robert-irwins-walker-installation-were-you-there-in-71> [accessed 13 April 2020]
Friedman, Ina R., The Other Victims of the Nazis, National Council for Social Studies, (Date
unknown) <https://www.socialstudies.org/sites/default/files/publications/se/5906/590606.html> [accessed 11 April 2020]
The Story of Cold Dark Matter (date unknown) <https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/parker-cold-dark-matter-an-exploded-view-t06949/story-cold-dark-matter> [accessed 09 April
2020]
"1990: Hans Ulrich Obrist Explains Why Damien Hirst's "A Thousand Years" Stopped Francis Bacon in His Tracks", in Artspace, <https://www.artspace.com/magazine/art_101/art-inthe-90s/1990-the-reasons-why-damien-hirsts-a-thousand-years-stopped-francis-bacon-inhis-tracks-55452> [accessed 20 April 2020]

36

