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Is the word an empty signifier - 
one to which we can simply 
attach whatever meaning we 
need?

means I will have to say what 
the word means to me

Ordinary usage: wonderful, perfect

“Romantic” Artists. (1775-1850) 
(premium placed on imagination 
and aesthetics rather than reason 
and conventional order.
A way to discuss new kinds of 
experiences generated by 
evocations of extreme aspects of 
nature (mountains, oceans, 
deserts) which produced audience 
emotions of an irrational/excessive 
kind.
Throwing the human mind “into a 
boundless situation that was often 
frightening”
Exponents in C19th - Friedrich, 
Turner, Wordsworth, Novalis, 
Beethoves, Wagner

1940s - American Modern Art 
(Abstract Expressionists, esp 
Barnett Newman and Mark 
Rothko)”Sublime” meant “an art 
possessing a depth and profundity 
European art failed to provide 
because, they declared, still tied to 
classical and out-dated ideas about 
beauty and aesthetics”.

1950s/1960s Idea of ‘Sublime’ 
didn’t take hold. Instead ‘formalist’ 
concept became dominant 
paradigm - goal was to pare a wok 
down to a minimal visual language 
in order to establish its purity, and 
its resistance to the encroachments 
of kitschy popular culture. 
References to ‘transcendence’ etc 
dismissed as residually theological, 
or ways of thinking now banished 
by a thoroughly modern and 
materialist aesthetics.

late 19709s - reassessment of idea 
of the ‘sublime’. From ranks sof 
radical philosopher in france 
attemktping to come to terms with 
failure of 1960s political movements 
to respond adequately to the ‘crisis 
in capitalism’ and bring about 
fundamental social change’
they hoped to keep open a pathway 
leading to some kind of possibility 
of emancipation through seeking to 
understand aspects of human 
experience that seemed to lie 
beyond the controlling structures 
imposed by the status quo.

Wordsworth - Intimations of 
Immortality - splendour in the grass
Turner and colour
Beethoven and Wagner - stirring 
music.
Edmund Burke and ‘the terrific 
sublime”.
Charles Baudelaire

Contemporary usage
5 different ways

Within two contexts of 
‘nature’ and ‘technology’

The Problem of the 
unpresentable in art Experience of transcendence

Terror - Edmumd Burke (end 
of C18th) the “terrific” 
sublime. A kind of ‘negative 
sublime’. The ‘blank 
abyss’ (W. Wordsworth)

The Uncanny Altered States of Consciousness

Whilst Social Constructionists argue 
that cultural values are socially 
produced rather than deriving from 
some timeless esssence the notion 
of the ‘Sublime’ is intended to 
challenge these assumptions 
without falling back into traditional 
ideas of absolutes or essences

Re-envisage ‘the self”.  Attempt to 
define a moment when social 
psychological codes and structures 
no longer bind us, where we reach 
a sort of borderline at which rational 
thought comes to an end and we 
suddenly encounter something 
wholly and perturbingly ‘other’

Immanent transcendence - A 
Transformative experience 
understood as occurring within the 
here and now

occurring in the here and now

More motivated by a resigned 
sense of inadequacy when we are 
faced with all that so blatantly 
exceeds us. Offers a kind of 
strength through stoic resignation

Poses more questions than 
answers

The ‘Laboratory’ of Tate Modern 
Turbine Hall  - various artists

Miroslaw Balka  
Douglas Gordon

Damien Hirst 1991 - presentation of 
a preserved shark - one paper 
argues that the shark is an 
exemplar of  the natural sublime but 
also  ‘a figure which intertwines an 
aesthetic of terrible nature with the 
‘capitalist sublime’.

As if the sublime can only be 
signalled through an enhanced 
sense of human insufficiency and 
anxiety

Work of Anish Kapoor and James 
Turrell. Both ally with oriental 
concepts, whilst Turrell is also 
influenced by Quaker Christianity’s 
idea of Divine Light

Thwarted transcendence. The 
disappointed sublime. Exploitation 
within mass culture - sublime 
effects routinely produced. “..the 
debased rhetoric of such 
consumerist pseudo-sublimity may 
often seem to place the sublime 
beyond the reach of authentic 
experience

Most ‘sublime’ artworks these tend 
to be installations - its becoming 
harder and harder for painting to 
elicit such effects. One solution ahs 
been for painters to shift the 
medium into the field of 
photographyl
Part of the logic of the sublime 
experience itself. What once may 
have seemed ‘sublime’ quickly 
becomes its opposite - ‘the 
beautiful’. “The sublime edge has 
been blunted”.

Gerard Richter - more traditional. 
Luc Tuymans - deliberately drab 
paintings from photographs. A 
language of the disappointed 
sublime. Thwarted 
transcendence

Role of Technology in 
providing us with our strongest 
sense of the sublime

Role of Technology - a way to 
explore altered states in 
which, pharmaceutically 
facilitated or via the portal into 
virtual reality, the traumas of 
history and the constraints of 
daily life can at least 
temporarily be left behind”

Olafur Eliasson and his 
creation of fake waterfalls 
around New York City’s rivers. 
Magical effect suggested both 
a sense of something natural 
and at the same time 
thoroughly unnatural and man-
made

Me flying in “Second Life”

James Turrell - evocation of spacial 
immensity

Mike Kelley - multi-media 
installations - darker side of the 
sublime

Bill Viola - video. Extreme states 
of mind.

Connection with traumatic historical 
events - Josephy Beuys, Anselm 
Kiefer, Doris Salcedo. More recently 
Hiroshi Sugimoto and Zhang Huan.


