

  






The Romantic and Contemporary Sublime
The idea of a contemporary or postmodern
sublime is frequently invoked in discussions of
recent art. How does the contemporary sublime
differ from its Romantic manifestation? This is an
outline of the evolving conceptions of the sublime
since the 18th Century with reference to its key
thinkers.
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Unknown Limits
The essay will compare the Contemporary Sublime to that of its Romantic
predecessor and highlight re-emergence of the Sublime as the dominant aesthetic
concept in Contemporary Art. It will demonstrate that Sublime aesthetics has
always been a prime motivator for artistic expression, with the Contemporary
Sublime purely the latest incarnation in a long continuum. I will illustrate
through key examples of art that Sublime theory, be it Contemporary or
Romantic, is a means of describing emotions and thoughts when faced with
limitlessness, the uncontrollable and the unknown.
To understand the Contemporary Sublime an examination of the Romantic Sublime is
prerequisite. It was the ‘rediscovery’ and translation of the writings of First or Third
Century AD Pseudo-Longinus in describing the Sublime experience of exultation that
influenced the reintroduction of the Sublime as an aesthetic concept in the writings of
Edmund Burke (1729 -1797). 1 Up until this time, the Sublime was an unnamed aspect
of Beauty, with Beauty an emanation of God. Unlike Longinus’ spiritual explanation
of the sublime, Bourke’s was a rational response.
In his 1757 A Philosophical Enquiry into The Origin of our Ideas into the Sublime
and the Beautiful Burke described the Sublime as “a state of the soul where all its
motions are suspended with some degree of horror”. He was a product of the Age of
Enlightenment, where scientific exploration and classification of the natural world
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was integral to an increasingly educated secular society. Nature was the new God and
Bourke set about classifying those experiences in Nature he deemed Sublime. He
cited thoughts of Infinity as prime, and believed that this existential Sublime of
‘delightful horror’ was an experience that revives our sense of being alive.2
The eminent German philosopher Emanuel Kant (1724-1804) theorised that sublime
experience was a response to the limitlessness or formlessness in Nature.3 He believed
that the Sublime was beyond human senses, in the realm of the Supersensible, where
human imagination strains to its limits and fails.4 He postulated a ‘dynamical sublime’
when experiencing the awesome power of Nature, such as a hurricane or volcano, and
a ‘mathematical sublime’ when contemplating vast magnitudes, such as infinity and
the universe. For Kant the experience of the Sublime is moral, dependent upon the
inner strength of a person.5 Fear and pain of incomprehensible limitlessness and
power is balanced by the joy at recognising our untouchable inner, infinite universe.6
Kant’s Sublime hinges on rational containment of perceptual and imaginative excess
that leads to a transcendence of the self’.7
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Sublime aesthetic debate shifts from the human external to the internal, from object to
the psychological and pure subjectivity. Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831)
proposed that reality was purely a reflection of the human mind, and art man’s
attempt to progressively make sense of his world. For him identity and meaning were
generated purely by an operation of limits, and thus sublime theory was implausible.8
Hegel believed that art was incapable of adequately representing the Absolute and no
longer spoke to the soul.9 In competition Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph Schelling (1775 1854) championed high art for tapping an Absolute realm of collective consciousness;
art presents Sublime aesthetics via intense emotions of apprehension, horror, terror
and awe.10
These German Idealist philosophers inspired a whole generation of artists at the
beginning of the Nineteenth Century. On large canvasses evoking wild natural
grandeur, limitlessness, or by intense painterly means, they sought to “express
ultimate truths about the individual’s relation to the world”.11 Romanticist artists such
as J. M. W. Turner (1775-1851), Casper David Friedrich (1774-1840), Francisco
Goya (1746-1828), Eugene Delacroix (1798-1863) and William Blake (1757-1827)
depicted the awesome power of nature and the incomprehensibility of life; it was an
art all about sensation.
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Commissioned to paint ‘Northern Nature in the whole of her Terrifying Beauty’,
Casper David Friedrich produced his The Polar Sea 1823-4, depicting an entombed
ship crushed on the frozen Arctic.12 The painting has been hailed by critic Russell
Potter (1960-) as a key instance of the ‘Arctic Sublime’.13 Its mastery of perspective
leads the viewer through a blasted wilderness to the central focus of jagged ice sheets
reaching skyward. Only visible on closer examination, nearly hidden to the side, the
broken ship is like an afterthought in the universal scheme, emphasising absolute
submission to the sheer power of Nature. The scene is lifeless, and thoughts of
ultimate sacrifice all pervading. Friedrich’s cool palate, soft light and the
indeterminate horizon line create a scene of infinite frozen desolation at the very ends
of the world. His intended viewer response is shock and horror. Throughout the 19th
Century stories and theatre of polar expeditions fired public imaginations.14 Friedrich
tapped this spectacle, his message of sublimity a powerful one for its time. Polar
explorers were heroes, their demise on the ice a public tragedy.
German philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer (1788-1860) believed that life was a futile
struggle to survive, and that aesthetic contemplation was the one respite. His student,
poet and philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche (1844 – 1900), in referencing classical
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Greek mythology as a metaphor, argues that society had progressively favoured the
civilised Apollonian energies of light, harmony and order over the chaotic Dionysian
energies of the primordial and unknown.15 In other words, much to its detriment,
Western society had chosen Beauty over the Sublime. Nietzsche believed that this
obsession of society for order and rationalism had literally killed the concept of God,
and thus Sublime experience.

Industrialisation and technology play a significant role in redefining what is Sublime,
as does the changing definition of art.%*From the 1860s Modernism starts a process of
dethroning the glorification of Renaissance Beauty in art. First Impressionists, with
their pronounced brushwork, and then other successive art movements were bent on
deconstruction of the Renaissance ideal.%+Europe’s garish Fauvists, slapdash
collaging Cubists and anarchist Dadaists progressively shift the debate about What is
art? In the 1940s and 1950s this leads to America’s intuitive spontaneity of Abstract
Expressionists, and in the 1960s Pop artists’ kitsch and ultimately Minimalist’s
triumph of material over form. Sublime aesthetics is severely marginalised in such
artistic debate.
However, irrespective of a century of deconstruction within art theory and practice,
artists were still inspired by sublimity. Contrary to art critique and theorist Clement
Greenberg’s (1909-1994) attempts to promote Abstract Expressionism as a movement
solely of pure formalism, his shining 1950s artist examples of Jackson Pollock (1912
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1956) and Barnett Newman (1905-1970) continued to champion the Sublime within
their work.18 For colour field painter Barnett Newman the title of one of his bestknown works, Vir Heroicus sublimis, says it all.19 In 1948 Newman wrote a famous
article The Sublime is Now; though still concerned with nostalgic Romanticist ideas,
in it he states: “ourselves become the ‘cathedral’ through our feelings”20. Vir Heroicus
sublimis translated means ‘Man, Heroic and Sublime’. For Barnett it is no longer
simply the subject, but “the how of painting that carries the seal and modality of the
sublime”.21
Oil on canvas over five metres long, Vir Heroicus sublimis was the largest Newman
had ever painted. Here he was not representing a sublime event, he was creating one.22
This massive red expanse is unevenly divided by Newman’s signature vertical ‘zips’,
each creating an ambiguity in the visual field. The beautiful painting offers the
spectator a sensory overload of colour and size inviting them to interact imaginatively
with this virtual space that evokes suggestions of the Infinite.23
Partly a reaction to Modernism’s commodification of ‘beautiful art’, where the
narrative had all but been deleted, during the 1970s and 1980s the art world became
obsessed with the idea of the anti-aesthetic, specifically of negating the idea of Beauty
within art. Beauty had become a frivolous concept to be avoided, whilst the Sublime
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had always been a more serious and enduring topic.24 With the advent of the Post
Modern and conceptual art’s pluralism, the Sublime re-emerged resplendent in a
cloak of technology. Unlike the Romantic version of the Sublime where the
uncontrollability and power reside in Nature, with this new anti-aesthetic sublime the
techno-capitalist culture redefines it as a negative force of disorientation, absence and
pain.25
In this society, argues French philosopher and cultural theorist Jean Baudrillard
(1929-2011), life’s surface is dematerialised, “the boundaries between consciousness,
its products, and reality, have been totally erased …we are now in the realm of the
hyper-real”.26 Baudrillard believed that the media spectacle of television and
cyberspace dominate a progressively homogenous ‘post-human’ society with
simulated experiences, and that these have become our key signifiers.27 He offers an
apocalyptic vision where human knowledge is necessary but human beings are not. 28
Along with other leading French Post-Structural theorists Jean-François Lyotard
(1924-1998), Gilles Deleuze (1925-1995), Michael Foucault (1926-1984), Jacques
Derrida (1930-2004) and Jacques Lacan (1901-1981), Baudrillard stressed
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\ the complexities of semiotics that result in an inability to fully understand such a
complex and dehumanising world.
Jean-François Lyotard, both philosopher and literary theorist, defines the
Contemporary Sublime as an experience of limits.29 For him “the Sublime is the
experience of a discontinuity in experience ... of the here and now”.30 Within our
science and technology driven society, it is our fear of silence outside of time and
space that cannot adequately be represented, since it is beyond our comprehension.31
Lyotard highlights the limits of our conceptual powers and reveals the multiplicity
and instability of a postmodern world where there is no longer any grand narrative.
For him art only offers relief to such fear of the unknown, an ambivalent enjoyment
of intensified cognition and emotion.32
From the 1970’s onwards, Conceptual Art’s pluralist methods tempered Lyotard’s
scepticism by offering new possibilities for presenting ‘the unpresentable’ of Sublime
experience.33 At the height of his literary success in 1985 Lyotard staged his historymaking blockbuster Les Immatériaux (Immaterials) exhibition at the Centre
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Pompidou in Paris, featuring art that referenced the Sublime.34 The exhibition
illustrated the limitlessness once found in Nature was now experienced via
technology. Les Immatériaux showcased a new materiality produced by
advancements in telecommunications, exploring varied dimensions of light and sound
using infrared and text. It was an attempt by Lyotard “to convey the profoundly
destabilizing experience of contemporary life” and the show had a significant affect
upon subsequent contemporary art in the 1980s and 1990s.35, 36
Aligning with Edmund Burke’s ‘awe and terror’ and Kant’s ‘dynamical Sublime’,
English woman Cornelia Parker’s (1956- ) multi-media installation Cold Dark
Matter: An Exploded View, 1991 at the Chisenhale Gallery London is an insightful
example of Lyotard’s negative ‘Technological Sublime’.37 Parker presents a threedimensional sculpture that depicts the split-second mid-explosion of an ordinary
garden shed. Parker’s carefully selected surviving fragments, many with sentimental
value, are suspended from the gallery ceiling and lit by a single 200-watt light bulb to
caste eyrie exploding-like shadows upon the gallery walls.
Photographs and video also offered viewers the ‘before’ of the very ordinary garden
shed along with the actual explosion carried out on Parker’s request by the British
army. Parker was responding in Baudrillard-fashion to the media saturation of
‘explosions’ in society, “from the violence of the comic strips, through action films,
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in documentaries about Super Novas and the Big Bang, and least of all on the news in
never ending reports of war”.38 Presenting the power of man-made destruction, the
viewer is offered fearful thoughts of personal annihilation and the limitlessness
beyond.39
Much Contemporary Art attempts to offer the experience of sublimity, and not simply
a visual representation of it. Japanese painter, installation and performance artist
Yayoi Kusama (1929-) repackages Kant’s romantic ‘mathematical’ sublime in her
Fireflies on the Water, 2002 at the Whitney Museum of Modern Art, New York.40
The installation consists of a small darkened-room with mirrored walls, two inches of
water on the floor, a raised platform for the viewer to stand on and 150 lights dangling
from the ceiling. 41 A hallucinatory sense of total isolation is achieved as one person
at a time is allowed in the room with the door closed; the viewer feels suspended in
space.42 The mirrored reflections of the multiple coloured lights and of the isolated
participant extend endlessly, forming a technology-created universe that produces
feelings of being everywhere and nowhere simultaneously, disorientating the viewer
with an invitation to abandon the self.43 This ‘infinity room’ also references the
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Narcissus myth, highlighting a postmodern societal belief that ‘we are all at the centre
of our own universe’.
Painter, art critic and theorist Jeremy Gibert-Rolfe (1945-) in his book Art After
Deconstruction, 2011 takes this centrifugal idea even further. He believes that the
decadent and uncontrollable global capitalist system is a negative force converting the
entire world in its own image.44,45 In this post-human society individual movement is
minimised in its deferral to electronic agility of cyberspace that short-circuits social
interaction. The home becomes the centre of a person’s universe, “a more mobile state
than the public ever was” and where everything ‘happens at a safe distance’.02The
individual is given a false sense of control of the uncontrollable. Gilbert–Rolfe
highlights that with Kant’s Sublime this ‘uncontrollability’ is derived from Nature,
whilst in the Contemporary Sublime it originates from technology.47
The Contemporary Sublime is the Romantic Sublime reshaped by industrialisation,
technology and the capitalist contemporary culture. It is an aesthetic philosophy that
mirrors the pace and magnitude of a global society. The incomprehensibility and
uncontrollability of complex modern society, the limitless boundaries of science and
the alienation of the capitalist system have replaced limitlessness Nature.48
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Sublime theory, be it Contemporary or Romantic, is a means of explaining emotions
and thoughts when faced with the unknown – infinite, limitless, uncontrollable,
incomprehensible forces of our world. Fuelled by a spectacle of media and
technologies ever-present marvels, the Contemporary Sublime surrounds us every
day. In art, the question is not what is the Sublime, but more how do we access it.
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